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PRESENTATION 


This book was published last year in a limited edition, out of print, edited by the 
Directorate General of Maritime Military Health. 

The Navy Chief of Staff felt it was a duty to those who so well and so comforted on the 
disputed Mediterranean, often sacrificing their lives, during the past conflict, and to the memory 
of the author, a distinguished clinician, humanist, writer and man of action, to reissue this latest 
work from the Historical Office to spread the knowledge of the humanitarian activity carried out 
by the Navy. 

The 19 hospital ships, 8 of which sank for war causes, wrote magnificent pages of valor 
operating according to the direction and orders of the Central Naval Command (Supermarina). 

If it is useful and interesting to make public the history of war operations and the 
heroisms of which it is full, it is no less useful and interesting to know how much the cords of 
human piety have continued to vibrate between the roar of arms. It is a proof that love does not 
let itself be stifled by violence, a substantial element - however despicable - of any armed 
competition between nations. 


THE DIRECTOR OF THE HISTORICAL OFFICE 
G. Fioravanzo 
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TO THE READERS 


This work sees the light on the first anniversary of the disappearance of the illustrious 
Author. 

The Directorate General of Maritime Military Health has assumed the task of bringing it 
to the press for a twofold reason: to honor the memory of the late General Medico Peruzzi, who 
with his high talent, his own doctrine, the fervid and multiform activity, in peace and in war, in 
the scientific field as in the didactic and directive one has acquired the right to the perennial 
recognition of the Fatherland and the Navy; to deliver to history, through this re-enactment, 
faithful to the truth of the facts and, at the same time, vibrating the sentiment, the work that is all 
the more heroic as it is accomplished in silence and a profound sense of self-denial. 

General Peruzzi waited until the last days for this book of his existence, as well as in the 
last days, he taught at the School of Health M.M., the teaching of that "Exotic Pathology" which 
for His merit marked conspicuous progress. This, then, is the extreme testimony of His most elect 
spirit, the seal of a life as ever noble and fruitful: a shining example from which all those who 
aspire to serve their country, science, and humanity can draw faith and strength. 


THE DIRECTORATE GENERAL OF HEALTH M.M. 
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PREFACE 


This story is spread in more than five hundred reports on notebooks and printed 
regulations that are kept in the archives and can be consulted. 

The protagonists are nineteen ships. 

Their activity was never revealed in official communiqués; all the instructions and orders 
of operation given to these ships carried the Secret qualification as well as the files of reports, 
reports and diaries that each of them had to give to the ministries to document the activity, 
mission for mission, day by day , now for now. 

After the war the large volumes of files signed and registered risked passing among the 
dead things on the shelves of a dark room; closed practices, in deeds, if no one has ever looked 
for them. But those ships could not be forgotten like this; there had been deaths and injuries on 
board the eight sunken and the other, all equally threatened by the offenses of the belligerents, 
by hitting of mines, by the violence of the sea, by the incidents of difficult and perilous 
maneuvers, while carrying out a work chivalrous and fraternal. 

A palpitating novel of ideals and horrors was written in those reports. It was necessary to 
free it from the constraints of the printed regulations, from the slings of technical and 
professional language, and prune it from common events. reconstruct the most salient facts and 
frame them in the events of the war; abandoning to the numerical statistics lucubrations, 
nosological and administrative percentages, it was necessary to integrate it with details and 
vivid impressions that could not be included in official reports, taking care to restrain any 
freedom of the 
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excited fantasy that pretended to color, to focus on, to romanticize the most moving facts: to 
remain faithful to those official reports so that each episode narrated could find adequate 
control. 

The narrative material was impressive. To present it to the reader condensed into the few 
pages of a book and to arouse all the interest it deserved, it would have taken the pen of a master 
of art. But it is time for the peoples to learn the history of our white ships and the unmistakable 
deeds of our sailors who, in a generosity race, also wanted to surpass the prescriptions dictated 
by the great philanthropists of the nineteenth century. It is time for the adventures of those white 
ships to be known so that the regret for the victims who could not be saved was appeased; 
because even from these true stories the white ships shine the testimony of high military and 
maritime virtues. 
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THE FLEET OF WHITE SHIPS 
1940 — 1943 


GREAT impressive ships like transatlantic liners; agile and quick medium ships as 
cruisers; small fast ships and ready as a lookout. Silent characters of the drama that upset the 
world; protagonists of fascinating episodes: Italian white ships. 

Missions 596; departures for shipwrecks 115: miles traveled 310,524; sick repatriated 
more than 250,000: this is their service budget. 

There were privileged and unlucky ones; some had the prestige of an adventurous past, 
others were novices; all were beautiful under the candor of the crusader hull. Even in the tragic 
end of those that were lost and in the dramatic events of those that fell into enemy hands, the 
signs of a high destiny were recognized and lights of supreme pride appeared. 

Their part was difficult, sad and risky; the episodes that engaged these actors of an 
immense tragedy were interwoven with sacrifice, military virtues and silence; but each of these 
ships had its own character and personality. It is necessary to introduce them to the readers 
because they recognize them when they will be remembered in the events of this narration. 


Large Hospital Ships 
(Aquileia, California, Gradisca, Toscana, Sicilia, Virgilio, Pro Giovanna). 


Destined for distant cruises and long stays in ports beyond the sea, they were vessels of 
great tonnage, equipped with refined resources and advantageous autonomy to meet all the 
special needs of about 800 patients. 


USMM 20 The White Fleet 


Page 10 


They had the most important part in the long missions for the repatriation of wounded 
and sick people from North Africa, from Albania, from Greece, from the islands of the Aegean, 
from Tunisia, but also participated in interesting episodes assisting damaged ships and collecting 
shipwrecked survivors in naval combat areas. 

Exposed to the attacks by the belligerents, two ended up sunk by torpedoing and 
bombing; others, repeatedly hit, repaired and returned to service, they were eventually captured 
by the enemy and sacked by rapacious populations; only two managed to save themselves and to 
go to the service of the winners, continuing their activities with their crews and under their own 
flag. 


Medium Transport Ships 
(Arno, Tevere, Po, Citta di Trapani ) 


Destined for the shorter missions, through the Sicilian Channel and through the Adriatic, 
they were elegant, comfortable and very fast. Their task took place mainly in the Channel of 
Sicily for the evacuation from North Africa and for the search and rescue operations of the 
survivors. 

All were exposed to the harsh intemperance of the sea. In arduous missions full of 
adventures. 

All ended sunk, two for torpedoing and two for mine explosions. 

Ramb IV: banana motor ship, remained blocked in Massawa, was transformed into a 
hospital ship with local means and air conditioning systems, it was to serve as a floating hospital 
and for missions in the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. With the fall of Massawa it was captured 
by the English and then sank in the Mediterranean. 


Small Rescue Ships 
(Epomeo, Meta, Sorrento, Capri, Laurana, Orlando, San Giusto) 


Fast ships, minor figures because the parts assigned to them were limited to coastal areas: 
short trips and explorations for the search and rescue of the survivors reported by airplanes in 
patrolling. But among these small ships there was no lack of acts of 
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interesting deeds. Always ready to take the sea in half an hour, they guarded the coasts and 
islands of the Channel of Sicily, responding promptly to any rescue request and any report of 
shipwrecked adrift or injured left in areas inaccessible to the major ships. 

They experienced the narrow shelters of the bombed coasts and the obligatory passages 
between the shoals and the barriers of mines. They pushed themselves to the extreme limits of 
their autonomy, looking for the shipwrecked sailors who were carried off by the winds of the 
desert; they insisted on rescue operations also for the adversaries, persecuted by air strikes and 
threatened by the sea. 

They were not officially recognized for the benefit by the Hague Convention. One of 
them was captured as war prize; two were lost, sunk by stray mines; the others were almost all 
sunk by the German armed forces at the time of the armistice declaration. 


ok cK ok 


At the beginning of the hostilities large tonnage steamers, with goods and passengers, 
were sailing and far from national ports; it was necessary to make them return, to requisition 
them, to immobilized them in the construction sites and to submit them to long and expensive 
adaptation works. 

Only two hospital ships that had served in East Africa had been kept available: California 
and Aquileia, both in reserve position, drowsy in the dock of a military port, contaminated by 
still water, with little staff on board, spoiled and displeased with idleness. But everything could 
be restored quickly; in a few days the two ships could be rearranged and removed from that 
impure lethargy. 

By May 1940, executive orders were sent with urgent tele-dispatch: to the Aquileia and 
the California to go into service, complete the hospital accommodations, enter the dry dock, 
complete the crews and supplies; the ships were ordered to concentrate in Naples to be 
requisitioned and registered as auxiliary Ships. General Orders were given for provisions of the 
militarization of the merchant crews, for notification to the opposing Powers, for transformations 
and installations. 
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The Office of the General Staff solicited forecasts and insurance, accepting some 
transactions in order to be quick. 

Fatal decisions had already been made; time was running out. 

The illusion of the lightning war had prevailed; there was no remedy. 

At the end of May the situation appeared extremely serious and the declaration of the 
state of war was imminent. 

At the shipyards of Naples, Trieste and Genoa, the first hospital ships, Aquileia, 
California, Po, were subjected to hasty preparatory work, postponing for later the not absolutely 
indispensable accommodations. 

Gradisca, Tevere, Arno, were already requisitioned and awaiting their turn. 

It was believed that they would be enough. 


June 1940 


The initial phase of the conflict in the Mediterranean - The first hospital ship in Libya - 
The “Aquileia” in Tripoli and Benghazi - Difficulty of conveying and land transport. 


The war has begun. The attitude of the naval forces is a vigilant waiting for possible 
enemy attacks. The Italian fleet is ready; only the hospital ships are missing. The first series is 
still on construction sites for the necessary transformations. They are of those that served in the 
recent conquest of the colonial empire; old ships, some bought at a special price, already 
destined for demolition, but still capable of good performance. It was not possible to choose 
other more modern ships from the merchant fleet. At the sudden declaration of war, 218 
merchant ships of over one million tons could no longer return and had to be considered lost. 
Meanwhile, the colonial hospitals of Libya are overflowing with invalids that need to be evicted 
to leave the widest availability during the upcoming war operations. 

The Aquileia and California went into service; the orders that reach them prescribe to 
complete the supplies as soon as possible and to be ready to leave. 
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From the report on the 1" mission of the «Aquileia». 


On the 18" the Aquileia leaves from Naples with destination in Tripoli-Benghazi-Tobruk. 

It is the first that appears on the theater of operations and will remain there until the end 
of the conflict. 

With this date we start the missions of our hospital ships in the last war; an important 
date, a story of adventures and episodes that will not be forgotten. 

The Aquileia is a white ship; a green band runs along the hull. It is the only one that at 
night sails with all its lights on; white lights and green lights make it recognizable and make it 
respected. 

Me duo jure tegunt, albus viridisque color (Since two law cover, white and green color) 

It is the motto that is assigned to her. 

On the night of 19" those lights pass through the Strait of Messina like a swarm of stars. 
From the darkened coasts, to the limit of lies and passions, anxious eyes look at that illuminated 
ship and recognize the distinctive signs. Hopes and wishes follow her as a throbbing breath for 
her privileged and pure task. 

Around the hull immortal spirits lurk: Fra Gerardo, Camillo de Lellis, Ferdinando 
Palasciano, Enrico Dunant. 

Before dawn, the Aquileia is across from Malta. 

Officers in the wardroom: 

- Tonight we left Malta on the starboard. 

- The thorn in our sea; a piece of Sicily in hand of the enemy. 

- May you return to Italy soon! 

Malta is a sphinx in the Mediterranean at war. An impenetrable mystery hides its power, 
but its geographical position dominates the Canal of Sicily. All traffic that crosses the central 
Mediterranean must fall under its control. The feasible routes pass through the fortified island: 
two roads, one to the west towards Tripoli and Tunis, the other to the east towards Tripoli and 
Benghazi. For this strategic position Malta and Tripoli had been entrusted by the King of Sicily 
to the Military Order of St. John of Jerusalem with the task of controlling the Barbary pirates 
who infested the Mediterranean. The activity of the Order was interrupted by the French fleet 
passing through to Egypt. A temporary English occupation followed on behalf of the King of 
Sicily and the Maltese; but that the temporary occupation 
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became final and recognized after the Order of Knights ceased to be a military power and the 
corsair ships were completely eliminated. 

England had rightly assessed Malta's strategic role in controlling the Mediterranean. 
Would it make the most of the new conflict? 

It was a mystery. The proximity of the Sicilian coast exposed the fortress to the danger of 
a hammering from the air; the distances from Gibraltar and Alexandria made it difficult to supply 
by sea; the range of Malta's air forces did not exceed 100 miles. England could not be sure of 
maintaining the possession of the island, effectively defended and armed to cope with outdated 
military needs, so much had changed the strategic conditions of that position. 

On the other hand, Italy did not have effective means to hammer and to neutralize the 
power of the island. As a consequence, convoys and escort squadrons passed undisturbed from 
one side to the other. 

- Malta will soon be an Italian island and we will be masters of the Mediterranean. 

- Malta is impregnable and will be the cause of a disaster for the Italian Navy. 

These were the two opinions that sparked passionate disputes over every ship that passed 
by Malta. 

On the 20" the Aquileia is in sight of the Libyan coast. 

The preparatory work gave it a sumptuous appearance; its colors are fresh and radiant: 
the crew is in station of maneuver; the departments are ready to welcome wounded and sick 
people. The provisions for boarding operations are already provided. The Aquileia is anxious 
about the difficult test which will result in the degree of preparation and organization. It must 
clear the hospitals of Tripoli, Benghazi and Tobruk, in which the wounded begin to flow from 
the Bardia front ... But it seems that it has come too soon. The centralization of the wounded and 
sick to be repatriated is not yet organized. The Aquileia leaves Tripoli without embarking on 
anyone; in Benghazi, he can take only one patient. While sailing towards Tobruk, near Derna is 
referred to in Tripoli; then again started to Benghazi, where a concentration of patients to be 
repatriated began; but the means of embarkation are inadequate, the ambulances arrive 
irregularly, almost always at night. 
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Those on the Aquileia are impatient. So we can not continue. 

On the other hand there is the Intendance general of the Army which is responsible for 
organizing all the ground services, including the conveyance of the injured and the sick to be 
repatriated. 

The Director of the Aquileia lands and goes as far as Tobruk; wants to see at least how 
the Navy health services work. After this inspection he is able to point out the need for 
coordination and insists on obtaining a general agreement: to make Bengasi the stopover port for 
hospital ships and the concentration camp for the injured after having evacuated the already 
congested military hospital, and directing all the transportable wounded from Bardia, Tobruk and 
Derna directly to hospital ships. 

Throughout the month of June, the Aquileia is located in the coastal waters of Libya. At 
the end of the month it has not yet returned; is struggling with the difficulties of ground 
transportation services to board the wounded -and the sick to be repatriated. 

The California is almost ready; the others are in the pipeline for the construction works. 

The General Staff solicits repeatedly. After the armistice with France, the maritime war 
tends to take on a different aspect from the initial one. Large operations are imminent and 
hospital ships must be ready as soon as possible. All processing work is accelerated. 


July 1940 
Two other hospital ships prepared - ”Po” and “California” welcome wounded from the 
first naval battles. 


The hospital ships Po and California are given as ready and begin their service; the Po is 
destined to Sicily, California to missions to Libya. 

The Mediterranean is crossed by convoys and escort squadrons. 

The first clashes occur. Supplies to Libya and supplies in Malta keep two Italian and two 
British fleets at sea. The English fleet of Alexandria tries to cut the way back to the Italian fleet 
that heads towards Taranto guarded by enemy scouts. The two opposing fleets meet on the 9" at 
Punta 
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Stilo. After the fight, the flagship Cesare reaches Messina where the hospital ship Po is located. 

On the 19" at Cape Spada of Creta the cruisers Bande Nere and Colleoni are attacked by 
a British cruiser and five destroyers that patrol the Gulf of Athens. The Colleoni, hit and 
torpedoed, sinks rapidly; the Bande Nere, damaged, manages to disengage and reaches Benghazi 
where the hospital ship California is located. 

The Aquileia, returned from the first mission, is parked in Naples to restore efficiency to 
the air conditioner and to complete the accommodation of the rescue means. Before the end of 
the month she starts again for the second mission. 

The Arno, Gradisca and Tevere are still in the process of preparation. 


From the report on the 1" mission of the “California”. 

On July 17 California was in Benghazi. 

Starting from Naples on the 15", she had begun her first mission with favorable weather 
and hoped she could soon return with a load worthy of her ability and her resources. It was 
known that the cases of typhoid fevers of water origin were very numerous and burdened the 
military hospitals; it was known that an outbreak of ankylostomiasis was found in a small town a 
few tens of kilometers from Tripoli; moreover numerous wounded people began to arrive from 
the Bardia front. But the Aquileia had just left Benghazi with a considerable load of sick people. 
On the ground the difficulties of the conveyances continued for an irremediable deficiency of the 
trucking. All made it possible to foresee a long pause and the California had been given the order 
to shut down and remain docked at the breakwater pier; a lackluster perspective. But that wait 
was interrupted after a couple of days. 

In the afternoon of the 19" a discussion took place in a town about a truly extraordinary 
case: a gunner of the DD. Nembo had been projected into the sea as the ship jolted by the 
explosion of a mine. He had swum for about 300 meters before reaching the shore; only then did 
he notice a strange deviation of his right foot. The leg was rotated outside for 90°. It was a 
dislocation of the knee joint with severe circulation disorders, produced without direct trauma 
and without the patient noticing it. 
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While the discussion was animated, an urgent communication of the Command of Navy 
Benghazi had been delivered to the Director: to be ready to welcome the wounded of one of our 
cruisers hit in combat, which would have arrived before evening. 

The binoculars looked impatiently when the shape of a cruiser appeared on the horizon. 
The Bande Nere was routed by N N W, alone, and announced that he had on board dead and 
wounded among them a dozen in rather serious conditions. 

All the crew on deck looked at her. She had appeared as a complicated figure under a 
faint plume of smoke, but everyone already saw him as a great warrior character. Certainly she 
had inflicted serious damage on her opponent who had vanished. Now she came to ask for a 
well-deserved refreshment, to repair her failures, to disembark her dead and her wounded. The 
California was there to assist her; she was there for this and all ready with her great resources. 

Immediately two motor launches were crewed, and a rescue team with a medical officer 
reached the ship even before she had dropped anchor. The first information on the events of the 
clash came to the California. The Bande Nere and the Colleoni were headed to Lero. As they 
passed between Cerigotto and Crete, they had sighted 4 British destroyers and had pursued them 
until they, joined by a cruiser and another destroyer, had cut them off, attacking them for two 
hours, immobilizing and torching the Colleoni. Ballistic contact continued as the Bande Nere 
headed over Benghazi; then the enemy ships had left to return to Alexandria when the English 
cruiser had been hit. 

The wounded, already admitted to the infirmary on board, were not many, but the whole 
crew had been severely tried. 

Following the failures reported by the Bande Nere during the fight, it was not possible to 
make the kitchens work; most of the food was left unused for flooding the galleys; all the water 
services were not working. So the next morning the cruiser flanked the California to land the 
bodies and to give some refreshment to the crew. 

A true fortune, that California was there; ready to welcome the wounded of the Bande 
Nere a few hours after the fight! And the episode had all the ceremonial development it 
deserved. 
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- Also know so well, said on other white ships, and when they knew the jealous. 

- California has made a monument of this unfortunate episode! 

In fact, even the Po had welcomed the wounded of a ship after the fight and no one had 
talked about it. But the Po was not California and it was in Messina, and California in its second 
mission to Benghazi still had an important task to carry out and it was so successful that it 
deserves an official eulogy: the first praise of the Ministry for a hospital ship who had just started 
his war missions. 


August 1940 
First urgencies in Libya - Two more hospital ships prepared - The internal organization of a hospital ship — 
“Gradisca” and “Arno” in Benghazi. 


The Italian army in Libya is about to begin the advance on the Egyptian border and 
already the requests for war material are urgent; therefore the need for transport to North Africa 
is accentuated; and here from Malta the British aviation already begins to widen the zone of 
activity threatening the communications through the Channel of Sicily. 

Two other hospital ships begin their missions to the Libyan ports: the Gradisca and the 
Arno, the transformation works have been rushed and some very useful accommodations, such as 
air conditioning, are not in efficiency. 

Gradisca and Arno replace Aquileia and California who return to the construction sites to 
complete the rooms postponed in the first half. Meanwhile, the wounded of the Bardia front 
begin to arrive in Benghazi; almost all very serious, with multiple injuries, suppurants, which 
every day require hundreds of medications, urgent operations and replacements of plaster cast. 

The Po is still in Messina; the Tevere, given ready in Taranto, is used for local services. 

So they are 6 hospital ships in service, the first series obtained by restoring those that had 
served in the East African enterprise, repeating the related adaptation plans and using 
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the furnishing and fixed equipment material in the departmental warehouses. 

Except for California and for Aquileia, adaptation work had taken a few weeks; the 
whole program of demolitions and reconstructions had to be repeated for the arrangement of 
specialized services. 

Meanwhile, internal organization had to proceed. 

A first group of officers of the R. Navy was assigned on board with the task of 
monitoring the implementation of the plans, to control the materials, the furnishings and the 
equipment of the departments, to ensure general efficiency. 

The Colonel Director and Royal Commissioner had already been responsible for all the 
services since then. The difficulties that had to be faced during the period of preparation could 
later reappear compromising the efficiency of the ship. He had to overcome them. 


From the report on the preparation of the N.O. “Arno”. 


The Arno has already undergone an internal transformation. The ship is located in 
Taranto to complete the set up, embark the material and install all the on-board services. The 
Colonel Director is one of the most vehement surgeons; on this occasion they will reveal his 
skills as an organizer, a military chief, a sailor. 

He knows from experience how important it is to immediately give the impression due to 
the ship that, until the militarization and the passage in the auxiliary navy, was destined to 
merchant traffic and passenger transport, with crew composed of officers and seafarers subject to 
regulations that do not they are reflected in the discipline of military ships. 

A part of the medical officers comes from the leave; someone has been nominated as a 
complementary officer for a few days. It is therefore urgent to proceed with the organization of 
the ship not only on the hospital side, but above all on the military and disciplinary side. 

There is no time to waste. First of all it is necessary to set up the Administration Office 
and a first frame of the administrative services: typewriters and paperwork; registers, notebooks, 
printed matter, cards; an avalanche of cards, are already in distribution, avant-garde of every 
military arrangement, mandatory requirements for 
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to connect to the Departmental Command, to the Arsenal Management, to the Directorate of the 
Commissariat, to officially envisage urgent needs and obtain means and assistance, to fix 
responsibilities in a regular management. A secretariat is then organized for all internal ship and 
personnel matters; protocols are established with regulatory archives. Crates of printed material 
have already been sorted and stored in warehouses. 

The arrival of health material in 500 packages is announced; everything must be duly 
checked, accepted and taken into charge, distributed in the departments; meticulous, 
exasperating, but essential and urgent work. Days and nights of feverish activities; contrasts and 
disputes between the department heads and the stewardship. You want to see everything in place 
as quickly as possible; you want to proceed with the proper formalities and precautions so that 
nothing goes missing or is not regularly registered. 

All the people on board are subject to strict discipline from the early days. The crew is 
divided into teams; fixed lookout and guard posts are assigned on deck, on the shore, on the 
bridge, in the departments, in the deposits of inflammable materials: nocturnal roundabouts and 
storms are established; the tables and special emergency roles are fixed, of the maneuvering and 
fire place, of man overboard and abandonment of the ship, with collective exercises and tests of 
boarding and disembarkation of the stretcher; the recovery of shipwrecked men over the side is 
simulated. 

The noise of the loading cargo that deposit on the deck avalanches of packages and crates 
to sort and channel into the departments, the echoes of traffic in the corridors, the commands for 
maneuvers and drills, the hammering of carpenters and mechanic workers who they give the last 
blows to the internal and external structures, the voices of the sailors, of nurses and of workers, 
make the Arno a noisy bedlam. The small sea resounds with that hubbub and everyone knows 
that the Arno is getting ready to leave. 

The outdoor painting in white with a large green belt, the change of the flag, the oath of 
the militarized, the arrival of the group of Red Cross and the military called by the licenses, 
complete the ship's structure. His departments are in order and may already start their service. 

Finally everything is done. The Director goes on a duty visit to the Headquarters and 
from other authorities to thank for assistance 
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and take leave. An officer is sent to the Port Authority for the withdrawal of the license; another 
to the Customs for other formalities; the stocks of fuels, water, ice and food are completed. The 
means of rescue are controlled and all materials unrelated to the service of the ship are 
disembarked. 

There is still room for further details, but everything is interrupted by the order of 
departure. 

Transfer to Naples immediately. From there the operation orders for the first mission will 
be given. 

The transformation and armament of the Arno took two months. Work began on the 
Lloyd Triestino shipyards in early June; the armament was completed in Taranto in July. The 
ship was declared ready for the first mission at Naples in the second half of August; the first 
order of operations arrived the 21°. 

Similar conditions and circumstances for the preparation of Gradisca and other ships to 
be transformed. 


September 1940 
The British reaction at sea - Ships hit and sunk - First urgencies in Albania. The “Po” begins the missions to 
Valona - The second mission of the “California” to Benghazi. 


On the 13th the great Italian advance begins towards Sidi el Barrani and immediately 
there is a reaction of the British fleet in the Mediterranean. Enemy attacks are launched against 
our destroyers located in Cyrenaica. The activity undertaken by the aviation of Malta obliges the 
convoys to long detours and all the traffic towards the Tripolitania becomes very difficult. 
Meanwhile in Albania it is urgent, the eviction of the Valona hospitals and begin to flow many 
sick to be repatriated; they are convalescents and incapacitated; typhus, amoebiasis, malarial, 
tuberculosis. 

Four hospital ships alternate in the ports of North Africa: Po, Arno, Aquileia, California; 
the Po then performs a mission in Albania; it is the first hospital ship that reaches Valona, the 
most inhospitable and fatal port for her. 

The Arno returned to Naples from the first mission leaving Benghazi on the 3™ and the 
14" leaving for the second mission. The Aquileia 
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after a period of work in Naples, she left for Tripoli and Benghazi. The California starts from 
Naples on the 9" to replace the Aquileia at Benghazi. 


From the report on the II mission of the "California". 


On 9 September, California resumed the sea for its second mission. She leaves Naples 
with good weather and in the afternoon of the 11" she reaches the point for the landing at 
Tripoli, where the TB. Cigno awaits to guide her on the safety route. 

The journey took place without major adventures; only in the early hours of the day, just 
before sighting the landing spot, California stands in front of a floating mine. It gives the signal 
to air in clear twice a distance of 2 hours: “Mine drifting in 33° 47 'N-14° 21' E”. 

While navigating the safety route, TB. Cigno signals her to stop and starts firing on 
another floating mine, after sinking it, it takes over the piloting. 

- It's not bad, they say on board California. 

- Just to start. 

But the stay in Tripoli continues without inconveniences. 

Days a bit hot, bright, which seem to be made on purpose to put the Saracen city in the 
beauty. The pearly lights of dawn, just veiled by a delicate flickering under the sea breeze, the 
golden lights of the sunset that seem to warm up the white minarets and light golden reflections 
in the windows, make you rethink the times of happy and easy tourist excursions and of peaceful 
performances of this city of the purest east, so close and so foreign, runs a reluctant playmate. 

After two days, California is sent to Benghazi. At the landing point the pilot is waiting 
for it; at 09:30 on the 15". moored alongside the outer dock of N W and immediately raises the 
grand gala; it is the birthday of the Crown Prince. 

On board there is the previous mission, the arrival of the Bande Nere with his dead and 
her wounded on board... 

- What will it affect us this time? 

They already knew that there was something new ... Benghazi was the target of stubborn 
air strikes. That was how the British reaction manifested itself from the beginning of the advance 
of the Italian Army. 
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The night bombardments of Benghazi had already begun within all the rules. 

In the morning and in the afternoon, alarms without consequences. 

High-altitude surveyors who came to see, to take a look at the port to identify the 
objectives to be hit. Before midnight another alarm with bombing of the port. And the California 
was there, exposed as the cargo steamers just entered. Could it have been recognized and 
respected? No certainly; rather it was necessary to start immediately the boarding of sick and 
injured, complete the load as soon as possible and leave again; get away, get out of those 
steamers that would have been an attractive target. 

- It is not possible to start the repatriation boarding before tomorrow - so it is 
communicated from the ground. 

The Aquileia started at the arrival of California taking away all the sick and wounded in 
Benghazi. In his place the steamer Gloria Stella was moored; farther than other steamers Maria 
Eugenia, Francesco Barbaro, a tugboat, some torpedoes: Aquilone, Turbine, Borea, Cigno. The 
scout saw everything. 

The following morning the embarkation of the repatriates begins; still a few at a time; it 
is not possible to achieve a faster and more timely centralization. It is expected a long stop and 
meanwhile, towards evening, new air alarm. 

All personnel are collected at the established points; along side the motor-boats are ready 
for rescue teams; the operating rooms are all open; the alarm stops after two hours. 

- Scouts? 

- Will the bombardments soon come? 

Midnight passes without news; the 16" was supposed to be a quiet day. A bustling and 
disturbing carousel in the port of Benghazi was prepared for the 17" and began immediately after 
midnight. They were two waves of bombers passing over the port, releasing bunches of bombs 
and causing confusion. The DD. Borea and TB Cigno struck, with dead and wounded on board; 
in flames the steamers Gloria Stella and Maria Eugenia. 

Before the air-defense barrage ceases, two California motor-boats move away with their 
full complements; one reaches the TB. Cigno who was the hardest hit, the other leads to the two 
burned steamers. Serious injured, burned, agonizing, 
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are immediately transported on board the hospital ship; two operating rooms remain in operation 
throughout the night. Unfortunately some serious burns and some injured with cranial injuries 
can not be saved. 

A team of California firefighters, equipped with incombustible clothes and lines, is 
transported to the steamer Maria Eugenia. 

At 03:30 the last motor launch returns after having repeatedly patrolled the bombed area 
of the port. The last wounded was collected on the steamship Maria Eugenia. 

The chaplain and a group of sailors are missing; they stayed on the Cigno to reassemble 
and identify the 28 bodies. 

On California it's come and go continuously; during the night, 53 injured people from the 
Cigno, from the Borea, from the Turbine and from the two steamships were collected from the 
motorboats; in addition, 70 military from the Cigno and 128 from the Borea were badly injured. 

At 09:30 new alarm which lasts until 11:05. 

- Some scouts who come to see the effects of the bombing? 

- Sometimes the California also felt the blow of a couple of bombs. 

"What if we were moored in place of the Aquileia?" 

But the day of 17" should not have ended this way. 

The alarm had just ceased when a dull explosion suddenly made the hospital ship 
explode. 

The ship Francesco Barbaro \eaving the port had detonated a mine halfway through the 
roadway between the barriers. 

They had been laid tonight during the attack; there will certainly be others. In the safety 
route! 

In fact it was magnetic mines: the opponent's business cards. 

From California a motorboat moves away immediately: it rushes to the place of the event 
and brings back a corpse and an agonizing sailor. 

At 20:05 the Outgoing DD. Aquilone blew another magnetic mine 2 miles to 235° from 
the head of the breakwater at the barrage line. At the same time the air alarm signal is repeated 
and the defense fire is resumed. During the alarm, 
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two motorboats leave from California; but the sea is very rough; it is night, the obscuration is 
complete and the boats can not identify the place of the accident. 

The Aquilone has disappeared; nothing can be seen, no call is heard from the sea. A 
motorboat of the Port Authority reached those of Aquileia; they both collaborate exploring the 
area, to no avail. 

"Man at the sea! »Signal from the aboard of the steamer Maria Eugenia. It is 22:00 and a 
rescue boat starts again from the California. Shortly after, he returns with 7 shipwrecked 
unharmed from the Aguilone. 

At 23:30 two fishing boats could venture farther into the open sea fighting with the waves 
and the tense wind and managed to recover more shipwrecks and other bodies. 

The day of September 17" ends with an important balance for the California: 76 injured 
and 312 survivors boarded; 5 deaths among shipwreck victims due to serious injuries or 
asphyxiation. 

The day of 18" passes quiet. The work in all the departments and operating rooms is on 
fire in California. The unharmed shipwrecks are disembarked. The 19", the usual alarm and the 
usual reconnaissance; at 22:00 bombardment. Numerous splinters hit California. 

The boarding operations are speeding up, the 21" starts again the series of bombings and 
the Naval Command of Benghazi, concerned for the hospital ship too exposed in that harbor, 
ordered her to leave, with 416 hospitalized. 

At 09:00 of the 23" the California is back to Naples, healthy and safe, after having 
crossed the extremes of the laws of probability. 

"A truly eventful mission," they said — the California deserves praise. 


The Ministry of the Navy to the director of the N.O. “California” 


"\.. the flattering findings are a source of great satisfaction for this Ministry which, by 
associating with the praise of the Admiral commanding the 2™ Naval Division, askes the 
Director and Commissioner to bring this appreciation to the knowledge of all employees of the 
I.V. and the C.R.L”. 
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October 1940 


English Fleet against the steamers’ convoys - The “Tiber” carries out its mission to Tripoli - A leper missionary on 
board - The “Aquileia” diverted for the search of shipwrecked men. 


The English fleet increases its pressure by simultaneously attacking the Libyan ports 
between Benghazi and Tobruk, pushing with frequent raids in the central Mediterranean, while 
submarines operate against our traffic to Albania. 

Malta's aviation activity does not yet extend beyond a 100-mile radius and the western 
routes to northern Africa remain the safest, far from the naval forces of the Alexandria base. 
Italian torpedoes protect the traffic by escorting small convoys and even lone steamers. 

Naval battles take place between Malta and Sicily; on the 12" some Italian torpedoes 
sight and attack two British cruisers 80 miles from Malta. The DD. Airone and TB. Ariel are hit 
and sunk, the DD. Artigliere it is set on fire and then torpedoed; 4 MAS are sunk by the gun fire. 
Other considerable forces of the British fleet are located in the Mediterranean despite the threat 
of German invasion through the Channel. Striking Italian traffic while preparing an advance 
towards Egypt is the most indispensable and most urgent goal for the British Navy. 

On the 28" hostilities against Greece begin. 

Of the hospital ships, only California is parked to complete urgent work; the Po is 
destined for the sector of Albania; the others, Aquileia, Gradisca, Arno and Tevere are all 
involved in the traffic to Libya. Meanwhile, the Gradisca makes a very eventful mission because 
it comes to be in Benghazi during an exacerbation of the aerial bombardments; not to expose it 
too much, the Naval Command of Benghazi ordered her to go every night to spend the night in 
the Ras Taiunes road, 15 miles distant to the South, and so the ship is obliged to commute, 
delaying the boarding of the repatriates. On the 16", while Gradisca is in Benghazi, a strong 
explosion makes her jump. It 'a magnetic mine burst under the steamer Verace that is about to 
enter the port and who sinks in a few minutes. The Gradisca’s launch moves collect the 
shipwrecked, all unharmed. From the 16" the hospital ship remains in Ras Taiunes and the 
repatriates are transported by motor-fishing boats. They were injured 
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from splinters of air bombs, convalescents of typhoid fever, amebiasic, turbercolose and 
numerous others suffering from nerve manifestations caused by the heavy bombing regime that 
engulfs that harbor. 

The Tevere, freed from the sedentary service in Taranto, performs her first mission to 
Tripoli, Rimpatria with a load of chronic patients and medical-legal practices, but brings an 
exceptional patient; He is a Franciscan, recalled as chaplain to the R. Army; a missionary who 
has dedicated his life to the people of our colonial possessions for 30 years. For more than a year, 
his illness has been ascertained with all clinical and laboratory research: lepers. 

The Government of Tripolitania had reported it for a prompt repatriation by means of 
what a steamer, but several commanders had refused to embark it for fear of contagion. 

At the arrival of the Tevere the Governor was again interested in the missionary and the 
Director of the hospital ship went personally to give him the news of his departure. 

He embarked on the Tevere with great joy; remaining isolated in the lodging that had 
been assigned to him with a part of the aft formwork. 

The Director of the hospital ship had given himself the privilege of staying with him 
sometimes and gave him some news: 

- He made his bed again and washed his dishes, not wanting the nurse destined to 
approach him. During the navigation, in the afternoon or in the evening, I went to visit him on 
the pretext of inspecting the installations and he repeated to me continuous, insistent thanks for 
having welcomed him on board and for the way he was treated. I came to know his long work in 
our colonies, a work of good, of sacrifice, of self-denial and of humility. 

He was a sixty-year-old friar, dressed in the rough habit, for many years still the same. 
On the deck chair, he contemplated the quiet sea and the clear sky enthusiastically. 

He already knew his grave state and did not make any illusions, retaining the serenity of 
the ascetic; the joy of the return was evident from his lively and tranquil gaze. The certainty of 
seeing his country was a great reward for his holy work. 

The Aquileia completes its third mission to Tripoli and Benghazi. It is not a pleasant or 
very fruitful mission. Bad weather has it 
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persecuted and continuous air strikes against the port of Benghazi have kept her constantly 
moving between Benghazi and Ras Taiunes. During the return journey, it is diverted for the 
search for shipwrecked. 


From the report on the III mission of “Aquileia”. 


The Aquileia sailed slowly, at reduced speed: 9 miles per hour. The usual boiler failures, 
high sea and wind in the bow had forced her to that cart walk. Squalls, autumn temporal; the first 
autumn of the war. His ovens had already endured thousands of hours of fire; in the previous 
mission she had put out of use all the grids of the third boiler. It burned German coal; a 
damnation for the stokers down there, insulated in the hot air, swearing at the allied nation with 
the most audacious vibes. 

In Tripoli the Aquilea had boarded 150 infirm; 338 others had collected them in 
Benghazi; the operations had been difficult due to the rough sea and frequent air strikes on the 
port. 

Every afternoon he had to set sail, leave the roadstead too exposed to the night 
bombardments and return to the morning to continue the interrupted boarding operations. 

Finally the 13" had been able to leave and was on the route to the Strait of Messina, 
direct, to Naples. 

Naples: for all the vessel was repeated that name dear to the seafarers, as a common 
homeland, that everyone smiled and everyone cradled in a chimera of poetic nostalgia. 

After dinner the Director had left the wardroom for a breath of fresh air before retiring to 
his quarters. 

The sea rose, more and more agitated, but far from the coast the ship was safe and at that 
speed it was good. The patients were quiet; the crew slept and dreamed. In the wardroom, a few 
officers were still around the radio and grumbling irritably. 

The Aquileia is an old carcass. It would have been a beautiful ship in its day and still 
flaunts a sumptuous freshness for the white and green paint of the hull and for the rooms of the 
wards; but she does not progress. It's like those seasoned ladies who stand up with 
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elegant luxury with dyes; who have a tired heart and a big breath. Instead of California ... 

In Benghazi they had heard about California. And Aquileia was "passing the soul of 
trouble" with those boilers and with those coal-fired ovens that were the damnation of all; and 
sailed at a speed of 9 miles, haunted by bad weather. Even his director who was enterprising, 
courageous and energetic, that evening seemed a little disappointed with the chronic failures of 
Aquileia. 

At 23:10 he was given a radio broadcast of Supermarina. 

“Adjust navigation in order to reach the area including between the parallel 36°,40' - 
36°,00' and meridians 16°,00 - 16°,40, search for shipwrecked. After sunset, resume route to 
Naples”. 

The Director started towards the bridge. 

Save shipwrecked! It was there for the first time that the order was transmitted to a 
hospital ship at sea and this privilege had been affected by the Aquileia. 

The news spread across the ship, between the officers and the guards. 

- Let's go looking for shipwrecked men. 

- We divert to the area of a fight. 

The silence of the wards and dormitories was interrupted by subdued voices demanding 
details; everyone ran with thought to the area of the action. 

- How many will they be? They will resist? Can we get them all back? 

- Will it be possible to lower the lifeboats with this sea? 

- Will they be ours or will they be enemies? 

No one could answer many questions, but everyone already knew that the ship would 
pass through the area where it had fought, where the blood and the oil spotted the blue of the sea 
with vermilion blooms and iridescent iridescences, where the voices of water they merged with 
the anxious invocations, with the complaints of the wounded and with the distress signals, on the 
rafts, among the wreckage adrift. 

Everyone tried to imagine for himself a privileged task, an act of courage and audacity 
before the immensity of the open sea; a gesture of consolation in the face of the horror of a 
ruthless destiny. 
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- We will not be able to arrive before evening, "declared the navigational officer from the 
booth. He had already completed his calculations. 

- The area to reach is far; almost 100 miles west of Malta and we do just 9 miles. Those 
damn grills, those damn boilers! 

- We ask for instructions. 

The instructions came a few minutes later. 

"Reach the zone at normal speed and continue Naples". So could it still be in time? 
Normal speed! A shame for the Aquileia. But the stoker rushed into the ovens. The ship was 
running towards the castaways. If the beats of so many generous hearts could have strengthened 
the machines, the Aquileia would have arrived before dawn. Instead he reached the area after 
sunset. The sea had calmed down a bit and the visibility was still good. The methodical searches 
began; the projectors were turned on to continue them in the darkness of the evening. 

Nothing was seen; there was nothing in that area. The lookouts were searching through 
binoculars and were silent. Everyone looked towards the horizon; the sea was deserted; not a 
scrap, not a boat, not a life buoy. The ship proceeded in different directions, at slow motion, 
juxtaposing from time to time. Nothing, nobody, no light, no voice. 

“You reach Augusta”, ordered Supermarina informed of the negative result. 

The following morning the Aquileia was in Augusta. 

Confused news came aboard: a clash at Malta; our torpedoes and British cruisers. 
Airplanes were patrolling the area. 

At 15:00, orders for the Aquileia to leave for the area explored, but with a more precise 
indication; not a zone between meridians and parallels, but a point: 36° 04'N - 16° 06' E. 

The same evening the Aquileia is on the indicated point and is located in calm sea with 
pearly reflections; patches of naphtha. The patrolling begins under the twilight light. At 18:00 it 
passes in the middle of wreckage and abandoned boats. In the water we can see vague cradled 
and oscillating forms, like big dark jellyfish: bodies. They just surface, touching the smooth 
surface of the sea with their backs, all in the same attitude, as if those poor members, exhausted 
every strength, had abandoned themselves outstretched, in search of the fund to find the stillness 
after the tragic struggle and the last cry. 
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Two motorboats are put into the sea. We recover a boat and a boat from a torpedo boat, 
empty; three bodies for recognition are recovered. Night advances and in the darkness under the 
faint light of the moon, in the light of the projectors other bodies are recovered. At dawn the 
motorboats bring on board some rafts of ours, an English raft, another boat of a torpedo boat, 
other bodies; the motorboats come under the edge with a bunch or a bunch of bodies in tow. 
They must be examined and recognized. 

From time to time the engines stop to hear a few shouts, some signs of life on that calm 
sea, spotted with naphtha. The silence is so deep that one could hear voices from Italy. Nobody is 
found; there is no one anymore. A myriad of candles floats on the sea; the Aquileia sails in a sea 
of candles; a supply of candles destined to Libya that the waves will spread on the beaches of 
Sicily; a boon for the poor people who every morning go to the beach looking for tables, rags 
and debris. Of the candles, they certainly do not expect them. 

Disappointment for everyone, on Aquileia. 

Too late, too late; arrived too late; 

The ship leaves the area to return. It is expected in Augsburg. The morning of the 16'" is 
moored to the buoy. Disembark the recovered boats and bodies and embarks on the wounded of 
the last action, collected by other units. Many are beaten up and seriously injured, some in 
desperate conditions; the less serious tell: 

- The night was clear, no existing protection; they have finished by gunfire; the Airone 
and Ariel first, then the Artigliere; the annihilated MAS... 

This was the first mission of Aquileia in search of shipwrecked people. 

Disappointment. The Aquileia had not had any luck. 


November 1940 
The first disasters - Friction war and breaking of time - Small rescue ships 
The hospital ship “Po” in Valora. 


In early November, the British naval forces began a series of large-scale operations. The 
progress of the Italian offensive to Egypt, the need for supplies to Greece and the preparation 
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of three large battleships of the Littorio type make a decisive move urgent. On the evening of the 
11", the British fleet from Alexandria appears in the lower Ionian; an aircraft carrier launches 
two waves of torpedo bombers and bombers attacking the ships at anchor in the harbor and in the 
military port of Taranto and a convoy of steamers in the Channel of Otranto. 

On the 27" there is a clash at Cape Teulada. Towards the end of the month the enemy 
fleets converged on the central Mediterranean from Gibraltar and Alexandria, crossing the 
Sicilian Channel several times and sinking numerous steamers. R.A.F. acts with great energy; the 
Italian offensive to Egypt stops and the British forces advance in Cyrenaica. 

Many wounded are sent to Benghazi and collected by the hospital ships Arno and Tevere 
that alternate in that sector, fiercely hampered by the sea. 

The Italian advance on the Greek border meets unforeseen resistance and numerous 
injuries are afflicted in Valona, arriving in serious condition due to the difficulties of ground 
transportation. Also the malarial and the nephritis to repatriate are very numerous. Therefore the 
traffic of hospital ships moves to that sector. The Po, Gradisca and California alternate in very 
frequent missions to Valona, with 500-600 repatriates for each trip, struggling with the most 
unfavorable weather conditions. 

After the disastrous attack on the ship of the line in Taranto, the war of attrition on the 
sea begins and the illusions begin to fall. 

Meanwhile, it appears that Malta has been widely supplied and the range of British air 
forces progressively extends. We begin to consider the need for more agile and quicker rescue 
vessels than the hospital ship and more stable rescue aircraft for the search and recovery of 
aversion shipwrecks, already severely tested. 

For these tasks, small motorship hulls are designated. The adaptation and endowment of 
these small first-aid units required special care, being means for immediate intervention, but 
intended for short-term missions in coastal areas. It was necessary to provide them with what 
was indispensable for absolutely urgent surgery, medical treatment suitable for states of 
traumatic shock, frostbite, drowning, burns, 
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starvation; therefore, a set of armaments, artificial respiration devices, corroborating provisions 
and ready-to-use medicines were studied. But the choice of these units, their adaptation and their 
use did not fully correspond. The small tonnage, the narrowness of the premises, the lack of 
stability in the open sea, the insufficient autonomy, hindered the use of the smallest, and even 
those of higher tonnage proved irremediably unsuitable for navigation in the open sea, even 
slightly moved. The general regulations for use were equally faulty. The relief units were placed 
at the dependence of the maritime military commandos that arranged them by order of operation 
following the request of the Air Unit Commands and these were required to provide indications 
of position, meteorological information, instructions given to airplanes aid and the news received 
from them. The rescue units directly requested had to prepare for departure but remained 
awaiting executive orders and instructions for the route that only the Navy Command could give; 
a chain of authorities and formalities that required well over the ¥2 hour of time set for the 
preparation. The rescue units were always ready to take the sea in 30 minutes, but the formalities 
for executive orders often required hours, while the castaways were waiting for urgent 
assistance. 

The month of November represented the beginning of the most serious difficulties for the 
navy; the hospital ships were subjected to a risky activity on the routes to the Cyrenaica and to 
painful, exhausting operations opposed by the breaking of weather and winter rigor on the Greek 
front. The most difficult situations especially touched the hospital ship Po. 


From the reports on the II and III mission of the “Po” to Valora. 

After the first missions to Tripoli, the Po was destined for the Adriatic sector to alternate 
with California and Gradisca. 

The news that came from the Greek front was rather disturbing; not only because of the 
unfavorable course of military operations, but because of the unexpected difficulties that 
hindered the removal of the injured and the sick. The roads that connected the area of operations 
to Valona were in very bad state and extremely congested; the means of transport scarce and 
unsuitable for the rugged mountain paths; 
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in Valona there were not enough shelters to centralize the wounded on arrival, nor favorable 
means of embarkation; the hospital ships had to remain in the harbor, far from the piers and the 
traffic of the stretchers by means of boats and motor-boats was very painful when the sea did not 
remain calm. The wounded were exhausted by the hardships of a difficult transport, and some 
after more than a week of suffering, immobilized with makeshift appliances, with unrepaired, 
contaminated and polluted summary dressings, infested with insects. 

The Po had arrived at Valore on October 29 after a navigation hampered by heavy seas 
that had still confirmed the poor stability of the hull. She had gone to the front of the docks 
facing the hospitals from the field and with padded baskets she had been able to take on 60 
stretchers coming from distant places, temporarily immobilized with boards and other stopgap 
means. All the medications and immobilization devices had to be redone and many operations of 
splintering and projecting had been carried out while boarding the injured. Then the order to 
leave for Durazzo had come, but the ship could not enter that port because of its draft of 7.50 m. 
and remained at anchor, at 3300 m. from the docks, exposed to the offshore winds, with the 
prospect of having to leave the anchor suddenly. 

During the night the ship, completely obscured, was exposed to possible attacks by 
enemy planes, without any defense. 

In the few hours of sailing from Valona to Durres the rolling and pitching movements 
had been of such amplitude and so disordered that they were very painful for the sick and 
dangerous for the injured, without counting the reduction of assistance until making any surgical 
intervention impossible. 

Almost all the sick had suffered much and especially the fractures of the limbs to those 
that had been necessary to remove the traction devices to prevent that the pendular oscillations of 
the weights determined serious complications. 

Returning to Bari on the gh with bad weather, the Po returns to Valona on the 13". still 
tormented by the sea, by the wind and by the rains. Entering the bay, he witnesses an air raid 
with bombing of the port and during the night must remain obscured. The weather gets worse 
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and the engines must be ready to move, service of navigation in port. On the morning of the 18", 
following a further worsening of the weather, at 05:30 the starboard anchor starts to drag; they 
must also ground the left anchor and twist 12 chain lengths so that the ship remains safe, but 
after an hour the steamer Galilea is pushed violently against the bow of the Po. Fortunately, the 
engines are ready and the investment is avoided by giving back to full force, but you can not 
avoid that the anchor of Galilea take the starboard of the Po and bring it to engage with the left 
that remains entangled. In Galilea there is nothing left to do for nine chain lengths, while the Po 
maneuvers unnecessarily to disengage. We must wait. 

On the 18", profiting from a short calm, the Po manages to disengage the left anchor. It 
tries to help the winch with the bow winch to starboard that breaks under the effort. Meanwhile, 
strong gusts invest the ship and the anchor yields. It gives back with the engines dragging the 
entire tangle on the bottom. Shortly afterwards the anchor of the Po frees itself from the anchor 
and the chains of Galilea which must be considered lost. 

During the night the weather gets worse again and despite the mooring on two anchors, 
there is a 2 mile drift. 

During this day, the boarding of wounded and sick proceeds with difficulty and 
repeatedly: 92 on the morning of the 14", 41 on the day of the 15", another 39 on the evening of 
16", 192 on the 17”. On the 18" boarding is almost prohibitive and during the night the port and 
the city are subjected to a strong bombing that lasts from 03:30 to 05:00. 

The wounded boarded with the last few echelons come almost from the combat front; 
they come along side brought by trawlers that dock with extreme difficulty; they are hoisted by 
means of baskets with difficult and dangerous maneuvers. The dressing rooms and operating 
theaters are in continuous and intense function for very serious gangrenous processes, for serious 
penetrating wounds of the thorax, for cranial wounds, while bad weather rages and keeps the 
ship in continuous motion as if it were in open sea. 

In the night from the 20" to the 21‘ the weather hints to improve and at dawn of the ao" 
the Po sets sail for the return to Bari, with 510 injured on board. 

At 17:15 the Po appears in the Bari roadstead under a heavy rain and must postpone the 
landing of the wounded to the day after. 
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At 20.00 alarm signal and air bombardment that lasts until 22:30. 

And all this was but a sage, a preliminary preparation, of all the adventures and 
vicissitudes that had to torment the Po in its missions between Bari and Valona. 

- Even when it was called Vienna, this ship had been persecuted by an evil destiny; it was 
not enough that it was renamed with the name of an Italian river; fate immediately recognized it. 

Thus they sensed those who believed in the destiny of ships and men. 
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Il. 
.. AMONG VIOLENCE OF THE SEA, 
THE MINE, THE TORPEDO ..... 


December 1940 
The British counter-offensive in Cyrenaica - Disruptive bombs and fire on the “Arno” - A 
cyclonic storm on the “Po” route - The “Orlando” attacked in Ras Hilal - Frostbite and gangrene 
from Albania. 


The British advance into Cyrenaica develops threateningly for an effective collaboration 
of all the armed forces. Sidi el Barrani, Bardia and Tobruk fall as a result of heavy combined 
bombing. The pressure on Cyrenaica causes Derna to be abandoned. 

The range of Malta's aircraft extends to 130 miles, leaving a narrow viable route east of 
the island, limited by the aerial control of Greece and Egypt. Now the British navy dominates the 
eastern Mediterranean. The supply convoys to Libya and the hospital ships must look for other 
routes passing through the mined barrages of the Sicilian Channel and the Kerkennah shoals, 
with obligatory routes. 

The German aviation of the C.A.T. the hammering of Malta begins and hammers Egypt 
and the Suez Canal; the British aviation protects its convoys and hits Naples and Palermo. 

On the 10" a large, heavily escorted English convoy comes to Pantelleria and is attacked 
by the torpedo boats Vega and Cigno. A British cruiser sank; a destroyer is badly damaged. The 
TB. Vega sinks under fire, but none of the hospital ships can intervene (1). L: Arno was hit by a 





(1) This incident occurred on January 10, 1941. The sunken cruiser was the Southampton, sunk by dive 
bomber after being damaged by the torpedo boats. The author unwittingly committed a date error. (Note from the 
Historical Office). 
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bomb that broke through three decks and set it on fire. The Po, transferred from the Adriatic to 
replace it, was damaged by a violent weather in the Canal of Otranto and must undergo repair 
work for two weeks. The shipwrecked is collected by other units. 

Bad weather rages all over the Mediterranean; the navigations of the hospital ships 
continue to be very painful; mined barriers detach mines that drift with great danger of night 
sailing; the Tevere in its V mission to Benghazi meets 5 on the first leg and 4 on the return. 

On the routes to North Africa the Tevere operates with 2 missions and the Po with a 
mission. Also Orlando, destined to Tobruk for rescue and recovery of shipwrecked, is employed 
in missions of transfer between the Libyan ports on the coastal routes. On the 22", while she is 
at the anchorage of Ras Hilal, she is repeatedly attacked by an English aircraft. 

The usual cases of hepatitis and epidemic jaundice, infectious enterocolitis and scurvy are 
added to the usual injured and sick to be repatriated. 


From reports on the bombardment of the "Arno". 


After the VI mission to Libya, the Arno was in Naples on the evening of the 8", when the 
British air force made a sudden incursion. 

Part of the staff and crew had not returned from shore leave. The Director, some medical 
officers and the guards on deck and in the engine room were on board. Even the chaplain and the 
commissioner had remained on board and were conversing in the wardroom waiting for the 
cafeteria signal, when the sirens sounded the alarm. 

Everyone reached the assigned place. Emergency teams, first aid teams, motorboats 
alongside, first aid material against fires and waterways, everything was in the planned 
destinations. Several ships were in harbor that could request assistance; not far from the Arno the 
Tevere was moored. 

The alarm had been given at 19:35. At 20:40, while the first waves of bombers pass over 
the harbor completely obscured, a bomb hit the Arno on the left side aft of the center and, 
immediately after, another exploded in water at the hull by the same side. Immediately a thick, 
acrid and irritating smoke invaded the interior rooms completely darkened, while red lights 
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and pale flames rose from the center with tongues of fire and clouds of sparks. Among the dense 
fumes we could hear the sounding crashes of wood that were twisting in flames and the sour 
crackling of the varnish on the metal sheets. 

An unbreathable atmosphere passed over the bridges, allowing the penetrating odor of the 
celluloid to be recognized, the stench of the carbonized canvases, the irritating fumes of the 
paintings, the resinous varnishes in combustion and the toxic vapors left by the explosion. 

The fire had immediately spread, feeding itself with cinematographic films exposed by 
the demolition of the storage room, with about thirty sun loungers piled on deck and with a 
dozen curtains and boat covers, washed and left to dry on the walk bridge. 

The bombardment of the port continued and the fire threatened the safety of the ship. 

In a few minutes the flames had spread. In a moment it seemed that everything had 
started to burn, that everything wanted to burn to turn the Arno into a great pyre. Even on the 
bridges, on the bulkheads, on the ceilings of the covered rooms, where it seemed not permissible 
that something could burn, glare and flames came on; the heated and volatilized paints and 
varnishes burned in sudden crackling flames, leaving the blackened sheets bare. Everyone 
understood that the fire threatened to spread rapidly and the means set up for the fire stations 
were put into action. 

The Arno was in danger and could not hope for help from the outside; the fire was the 
most calamitous threat that could weigh on a ship at a time like this and many remembered the 
sad fate of another hospital ship in the port of Naples. In a few minutes a fire had destroyed the 
Helouan just returned from a mission to Spain in 1938. 

The emergency team, under the guidance of the second officer, worked calmly and with 
calm disregard of the danger, while the bombing of the port continued. Fire hoses were laid out 
with impeccable promptness; and here was one of those contrarieties that sometimes made vain 
the most vigilant measures: the hoses could not be fed because of the damages suffered by the 
metallic pipelines. The water sent by the pumps was lost before reaching the fire hoses. 
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A chain of buckets was immediately organized, and that was only the water that could be thrown 
onto the fire; a negligible amount. But everything was scheduled in time. Two teams of sailors 
led by the commanding officer of the military detachment and the commissioner rushed in 
quickly with the fire extinguishers that had been ready, carried by hand, collected in pre-arranged 
and easily accessible premises, while a second chief electrician sank the films into the sea 
burned. All the personnel present on board took care of the work of extinguishing and others 
rushed from the ground and from the Tevere as soon as the bombing had ceased. But even 
during the alarm, personnel on board returned from shore leave and a Tevere medical officer 
spontaneously came, under the anti-aircraft fire and the enemy attack, to collaborate in the 
emergency operations. In just over half an hour the fire was dominated by means available on 
board. 

It was not possible during the alarm to obtain communications with the military 
command authorities or with the rescue port organizations. 

When the Tevere could communicate with the Arno and ask if it was necessary for its 
assistance, the Arno replied by begging to inform the Department Command that it had been hit 
and that the fire had been tamed by the means on board. 

Some wounded and some burns were sent to medicate. The hull was badly wounded. The 
first bomb, dropped on board, had pierced the deck A on the left side near a lifeboat that had 
remained unharmed; he had opened a circular void with a diameter of 30 cm. and it had exploded 
on the deck B. A gap of 2 m. it had opened in the place of the explosion breaking down the deck 
B and the deck C and demolishing a part of the left side of the hull. Three cabins of medical 
officers had been completely demolished and a further 7 adjacent conspicuously damaged. All 
three decks were strongly deformed; a chasm opened beneath deck A between the torn and 
twisted metal sheets, completely stripped of each covering, as if they were calcined and still 
incandescent; a curious contrast with what had been attacked by the fire that looked dirty, 
blackened by burning and smoked, still impregnated with a scent of burning. The fire had 
destroyed the depot of movie films and projection equipment. Significant damage to the premises 
and the material of the 
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radiological and dental washroom; paralyzed and torn from the transmission organs of the 
telegraphs between the control bridge and machine rooms, of the automatic fire alarms, of the 
electrical systems that supplied the radio-telegraph station and the light signals; interrupted the 
lighting network of internal rooms; paralyze the rudder motor piping; the left-hand side drinking 
water pipes are completely unusable. The dead work was damaged and perforated, even at a 
considerable distance from the explosion caused by splinter and scrap; a real massacre of 
glassware and crockery; dispersion of various objects projected far and wide by the explosion, 
not to mention what the fire had destroyed in the second half. 

The sad budget was laboriously verbalized and transmitted to the competent authorities, 
after which the Arno was transferred to Genoa for repairs. 


From the report on the IX and X mission of the N.O. “Po”). 


On 16 January the hospital ship Po receives orders to reach Tripoli. It must replace the 
Arno that is in the repair works. The Po has just returned from a tormenting mission to Valora, 
perhaps the most tormenting of them all. In her departments she still persists with the heavy 
smell of gangrenous, the sickening stench of putrid secretions, the gassing of the sufferers for the 
sea. A bit of pure air from the Libyan coast seems like a very attractive promise. All the crew 
remember the first mission to Tripoli: calm sea, clear sky; boarding of wounded and sick 
brilliantly succeeded; a magnificent proof of organization, order, efficiency. 

Oh, shirk a bit from that painful traffic with Albania! Finally a tribute to so many 
tribulations, where the palms still offer a few bunches of ripe dates, where perhaps a dry and hot 
gust of wind will come from the desert sands to purge, to wash and renew the internal flawed 
atmosphere of the narrow wards, similar to narrow and low artificially illuminated galleries, 
artificially ventilated ... 

Goodbye Valona, goodbye Bari, insidious and perverse anchors, where even in port you 
have to sail! 

But here, just before departure, the barometer marks a rapid descent. In the dull light of 
the typically winter day, blows of hot wind disturb the atmosphere by raising clouds of dust on 
the ground. 
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In the early hours of the afternoon the ship leaves the port and the crew knows by now 
that it has to prepare itself for a strenuous navigation. 

Just outside the barricades, more and more violent gusts hit the ship on its right flank and 
wide waves of sea along with the foretold bad weather from S-SW. A strong pitch is gradually 
accentuated. The General Staff remained on deck after the maneuvering position and watched the 
ever more imposing waves that crash on the forecastle and begin to break into the deck. The ship 
bears the heavy sea badly, but the spectacle of those masses of greenish water, crowned with 
breaking crests ripped off and dispersed by the wind, the passage along the side of white foam 
that resolves into large confluent circles merging with the whiteness of the wake, enhance the 
beauty of that ship that advances in the whirl of salt sprayed in a halo of fleeting iridescence lit 
by the imminent sunset. 

The evening passes in expectation and anxiety. There is something in the air that looms 
like an obscure, unusual threat and from time to time the reports are not very reassuring. The 
barometer goes down, goes down and is already under 550 mm. Everyone feels that atmospheric 
depression as a painful orgasm. At the table the roll tables were adopted, a surprise for the 
newcomers; some places remained empty; the conversation is not very animated, interrupted by 
the sudden noise of some rains, 

- Master, this soup is sickening tonight and even the cheese ... 

- The usual story - the master of the house murmurs - Always like this, when the weather 
is bad. In port then, certain forks! 

At nightfall, most of the free service crew has already retired to their quarters, expecting 
a difficult night; even the officer wardroom remains deserted; only the guards and some stubborn 
smokers rest on the bridges, fighting against the wind, seeking shelter from the gusts of oblique 
and lashing rain. 

During the night, in the Canal of Otranto, the sea begins a furious assault from S-SW. 
Giant waves arrive on the ship suddenly. Coming out of the darkness they appear threatening 
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under the light of the signs of protection and break into the deck; they fling themselves against 

the sides of the ship with violent shocks, falling like fragrant, effervescent fountains, in a whiff 
of foam pulverized by the wind. Little by little the ship loses its rhythm; at the large pendulum 

pitch a disordered movement occurs; the propellers from time to time emerge and turn insanely 
shaking the stern as a convulsion and in the interior rooms are felt noises of shattering, rattling 

and creaking of furniture and live structures. 

Speed is reduced and the sea profits to renew more furious assaults. At times the ship 
seems to hesitate almost arrested, immobilized, as if it were to stop on the Adriatic's edge. While 
the first emerges painfully from avalanches of foam and thunderous cascades: other waves 
follow the assault with malignant obstinacy aiming at the side right, demolishing a large part of 
the lighting system outboard, ripping metal support arms, damaging the royal ladder, sweeping 
curtain rods, demolishing teak railings, window frames and skylights, 

To avoid greater damage the speed is reduced again, but during the night the atmospheric 
conditions reach cyclonic characters. The wind invests the bow from every direction of the III 
quadrant; the sea is confused; from every side the waves converge towards the ship that 
passively, almost immobile, endures every violence like a victim surrounded; but it resists, 
stubborn, maintains its course and advances under the rains that the relentless thrust like waves 
from the sky, which take away the visibility and beat it noisily flooding the outdoor areas, filling 
the boats discovered by the wind, which has already done in shreds the lashings and protective 
caps. 

No one could sleep that night. The lookouts tied for life, stuffed in waxed coats, with 
lifebuoy on them; the squads and some officers locked up in the route hut are the only ones to 
look stunned at the fascinating spectacle of that bedlam. No one is more concerned with 
reporting wrecks or stray mines; not a few think with terror what will be the fate of the castaways 
struggling with that sea. Those who had taken refuge in the lodgings are thrown out of the bunks 
and obstinately, childishly struggle with the chairs that overturn, with the flapping doors, with 
the drawers that open, with all sorts of things that fall and meet on the floors and on the furniture; 
then they surrender overwhelmed by that 
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perpetual disorder, they look around lost, spying on the pendular motion of the curtains and 
hanging clothes; they vomit on the floors of the corridors and the dressing rooms, in the sinks 
and under the pillows. Horrified and surprised by deafening and sudden noise, in the first light of 
dawn they look out onto the deck and watch the squalid devastation of the dead work in terror. A 
desolate abandonment has changed the appearance of the decks. Not a stormy night, but a 
calamitous and perverse demolition seems to have passed on their ship. They still see gray 
mountains of water that crash with formidable impetus on the flooded prow; in the leaden sky 
chasing low clouds, fringed and passing on the ship unloading on it a gun of hail as big as 
hazelnuts that beats bouncing on the plates and boards of the decks with sudden and thunderous 
showers, removing the painting, reversing from one side to the other in the skids, piling up in 
every sheltered corner, floating in the gunwales. The decks are covered with a dense layer of 
white hail which remains for a long time as a fantastic decoration until it is dissolved and taken 
away by the rains. Throughout the next day continued the relentless violence of that storm, the 
noise of the sea and the hiss of the gusts between the boats and the superstructure of the upper 
decks devastated. 

Before evening the sky brightened from the west; from a heap of yellow and livid clouds, 
a dull light spread over the sea and enveloped the ship, illuminating it with an almost funeral 
unreal color. 

Finally the wind fell and the speed could be increased. A long sea accompanied the ship 
for the following night. 

On the morning of the 19" the Po was in sight of Tripoli, still haunted by bad weather; a 
sea storm of southwestern wind changed the cyclone to chase the ship to Benghazi and back to 
Naples. 

It took two weeks of work to repair the damage of the sea to external structures, to the 
accommodation of distinctive signs and to the top departments shattered and demolished the 
furnishings. 

For the missions in Libya the Tevere remained, assisted on the coastal routes of the 
Orlando. 

From Cirene to Supermarina Rome - h. 18. 22 January 1941: 

"Orlando hospital ship at the foot of Ras Hilal has undergone repeated airstrikes fully 
illuminated and regulations signs with medium-sized bombs and incendiary bombs". 
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The Orlando was a small hospital ship destined to the first aid and rescue of shipwrecked 
aircraft and for three weeks just destined to Tobruk for this purpose; but they had also entrusted 
them with short missions of transfers on the Libyan coastal routes, for the transport to Benghazi 
of injured and sick soldiers from isolated places on the coast, where the major hospital ships 
could not practice. For these needs, the 10 beds of which he was equipped to the crew had been 
brought to 60 with makeshift equipment and she could transport even a hundred sick people for 
short navigations that did not surpass the 48 hours and with calm sea. With the sea across the 
beam, it was rolling excessively and limited the autonomy forced it to frequent supplies of fuel to 
reach the destinations of Tripoli, Benghazi and Tobruk. 

She arrived in Benghazi on the 4" and 5" at Tobruk for the first mission, dividing the 7 
between Bomba and Benghazi and then back to Tobruk on the 21". 

In these early missions her activity was limited to transfers. Only 5, while she was at 
anchor of the Tobruk roadstead, had welcomed a group of wounded castaways from SS. Vulcano 
who, shortly after midnight, had sunk as he went out. The shipwreck had occurred due to an 
explosion and a motorboat of the R.N. San Giorgio had collected the wounded shipwrecked and 
brought them to the Orlando. 

On the 21°, Orlando had dropped anchor at Marsa el Hilal and at nightfall he had lit his 
white and green lights and his red crosses. The night was clear and calm, the sea very calm and 
none feared an attack on that little bay. 

At 03:35 a sudden roar of engines disturbed the serene tranquility of the night and 
immediately an enemy plane was rushing against the small ship attacking it with the launch of 
bombs and incendiary pieces from very low altitude. The first bombs exploded 20 m. from the 
right forecastle, projecting large splinters that only produced dents on the dead work. 

- What’s this? - wondered all on board after the first surprise. Was it possible an 
appreciation error with all the lights on, the obvious regulatory protection signs, the visibility 
perfect? But in the meantime the plane had missed the blow and the target was still there all lit 
up like a silent protest. 
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The plane was again on the starboard of the Orlando and launched for the second attack. 

- Here it is, it's machine gunning us; incendiary shells! 

In fact the roar of the engines had not prevented the crew, gathered on the left, to hear the 
crackle of machine guns and the bottom of the sea, about 12 m. from the surface, the glare of the 
burnt thermite was seen. 

But even the second attack had failed; a few voices of jokes and a few whistles started 
from the Orlando. What the hell! A target so complacent, disarmed, still and all lit up! 

But there was little missing this time and the plane was back on the attack again. The 
third attack occurred at 03:45, and again the shells fell near the Orlando. Still the glow of the 
thermite that burned at the bottom of the sea, at 12 m. deep, they offered the unusual spectacle to 
the Orlando crew. 

Very close this time; the thermite burned 5 meters from the hull. 

We care about this, "they said, thinking he would be back. But he did not return and the 
Orlando was unharmed for that time. 

As soon as it was daylight, the bottom of the sea was scrutinized for a long time; the 
incendiary bombs embedded in the sand were seen and an illuminating rocket was recovered. 

If anyone could believe he had dreamed, the evidence of the crime was there at the 
bottom of that little quiet haven, next to the small unarmed ship, marked by crosses and a green 
band on the white hull. 

Towards the end of the month, following the attacks of the CAT, the British activity 
against the Italian traffic is almost canceled. 

After leaving Taranto and Naples, the Italian fleet moves to La Spezia. 

Meanwhile, on the Albanian front strong counter-attacks are developing towards the left 
of the Italian side and the situation remains fluid. 

Four hospital ships operate in that sector: the Po with 2 missions, the Aquileia with 1, the 
Gradisca with 4, the California with 1, a total of 8 missions, all hampered by adverse weather 
conditions. Difficult situations occur especially in the 
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bay of Valona. Hospital ships can not approach the embarkation points, in the harbor they must 
continually move; the dropping the bow anchors; departures must be postponed; the boarding of 
returnees is carried out with difficulty by means of motorboat and with painful difficulties for the 
stretchers. The Gradisca has difficulty in maneuvers on buoys; heavy snowfall affects the 
California. Serious situations that hamper land-based logistics services make the transportation 
of the wounded and sick to ports very slow and difficult. The injured arrive on board tired, dirty, 
neglected in hygiene, with old bandages, lice-covered, covered with ragged overcoat the casts are 
softened by secretions; impressive reactions, humid and gaseous gangrene, require hundreds of 
daily medications and emergency operations for projectiles and amputations. There are still 
numerous cases of malaria, nephritis, enteric fevers and the first cases of tetanus are reported. 

The departments are suffused by the exhalations of patients but a miserable state, the 
stench of medications not removed for many days, unprotected, often smeared with putrid and 
gross secretions of excrement and mud, teeming with insects. Already a few hours after the 
wounded boarding, the bedrooms and the surgeries are plagued by a repulsive smell. 

On the Po in the eighth mission, 18 emergency amputations must be performed, of which 
8 bilateral, for gangrene and limb freezing with severe toxemia, bloody diarrhea and suppurative 
fevers. 

Hard life on the white ships, with special privileges for those destined to Albania! 


January 1941 
The hospital ships in the ports of Albania, - The first rigors of a fatal winter - The “Po”, “Arno” and 
“Tevere” struggling with the sea - The “Aquileia” boarded in the port of Bari. 


The dream of the lightning war is definitely canceled by disturbing realities. The 
operations in Libya are developed with serious 
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logistical difficulties. In Albania, the situation becomes very serious due to a threat of breaching 
the front towards Valona. 

Mediterranean domination is bitterly opposed; the Malta aviation explains a more and 
more extensive activity. After the start of hostilities with Greece, the eastern and central 
Mediterranean are also controlled by the enemy aviation. 

In order to neutralize the aviation of Malta, the X Corps of German Aviation (CAT) 
arrives in Italy; to face the British counter-offensive there are 2 armored divisions to be 
transported to Libya; to mitigate the loss of personnel of damaged aircraft, equipped smaller 
hospital ships are used, adapting small units already in service for escort and for the command of 
the steamers. 

Very strong atmospheric disturbances hinder all the traffic in the Mediterranean and a 
winter of exceptional rigor surprised the troops sent on the Greek-Albanian front. 

Two hospital ships continue non-stop missions to North Africa, the Tevere and the Arno, 
each with two missions, always opposed by bad weather. There are still many patients to be 
cleared away; the embarkations, always performed offshore, are extremely painful. Among the 
sick there are many amoebas, scabby, typhus, loads always embarrassing for the needs of 
reclamation, control and isolation; cases of recurrent fever and scurvy are also admitted; in the 
departments of the Tevere; a lice header is reported and, with many difficulties that hinder 
boarding and acceptance, reclamation practices are made difficult and poorly controlled. During 
the navigations also the assistance staff suffers and gets excessively tired and the departments are 
reduced to a lamentable state due to the intemperance of the hospitalized and abused by the 
seasickness. 

For the missions to Durazzo and Valona 4 hospital ships are destined: the Gradisca with 
3 trips the Aquileia with 1, the California with 3, the Po with 3; a total of 10 missions in that 
sector, all fiercely hampered by abnormal weather conditions; tiresome and difficult 
embarkations, painful navigations, adventurous port traffic. Hospital ships carry loads of at least 
503 
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(Po) to a maximum of 890 (California), represented for the 50 from frostbite and gangrenous 
that require hundreds of medications and device replacements every day, Injured, malarial, 
nephritic, pleurisy we congested the common departments and bind the staff of the CR, ina 
grueling day and night work. 


From the report on the IV mission of the N.O. "Po". 


In early December the Po arrived in Bari. It came from Durazzo and had 503 wounded 
and sick on board. Already previously they had touched an arrival in Bari and one in Valona in 
difficult conditions and after strenuous navigations. 

Just off the coast of Dalmatian, an angry wind from E S E had hit her and the heavy sea 
had accompanied him throughout the navigation. Big waves chased her, reaching almost astern 
to the point of sailing on the left, sometimes resolving in the meeting with the trail and breaker 
joyously in foam games that seemed to smile good-naturedly. Sometimes they took the stern of 
the vessel in a gentle embrace that did not hinder the pace much, but insistently insisted on the 
hull, giving it extensive rolling movements to reach 25° on each side; a total of 50 degrees of 
oscillation that made life on board extremely tiring because they required continuous gymnastics 
for all those who had to move and keep balanced on the decks, departments, operating theaters, 
motor rooms, kitchens, everywhere. 

The situation was then really dramatic in the surgical departments where the 
immobilization of the wounded was an almost insoluble problem without saying the fractured 
with traction equipment, whose weights oscillated and slammed into a shriek that tore out 
harrowing cries. Many of those devices could no longer be tolerated without serious damage and 
required laborious substitutions during the trip. 

On 1 December, arriving in front of Bari, the ship is forced to give its back to the port 
where many steamers are still anchored. One of the usual storms promises with strong 
depressions at the barometer; 
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throughout the day you are wary of the weather and take precautions. 

Towards sunset it seems that the night can end no other worries when, just before 21:00, 
by surprise, a jump of wind puts the turmoil between the anchored ships and forces them all to 
maneuver on the anchors to avoid bumps and investments, keeping them for more than two hours 
under violent gusts. Even the Po must spend the night with the engines ready and with the crew 
in service of navigation. 

Impossible to think of the landing of the wounded and sick, already in deplorable 
conditions. Almost all suffer from the sea; many wounded endure complicated lesions for 10-20 
days, still left with provisional devices made with makeshift means; rarely medicated during 
transfers before boarding. During navigation it was not possible to provide for all satisfactory 
accommodation; many are festering and feverish. The departments are grossed by the 
consequences of seasickness. Doctors, red-nurses, nurses, do their best to mitigate all these 
unpleasant problems. It is hoped that it will soon be possible to proceed to the landing and to a 
more satisfactory arrangement on the hospital train already ready, but, the ship can not dock. The 
day of December 2™ still passes and the ship must move from the swath in the new port; two 
days later, the new port must still move through zone 8 of the old port. The hospitalization of the 
patients can only take place 3 days after arrival, then the ship must return to the mooring first, 
then to the S. Cataldo pier for full naphtha, as refueling is not possible by means of lighter; he 
must therefore give way to an oil tanker who waits for mooring in the port. All these movements 
must be done without the assistance of tugboats, already engaged for other steamers. The engines 
are continuously in motion and ready to move in that harbor unusually congested and in 
absolutely abnormal weather conditions. 

A difficult navigation for 6 days in the port of Bari; then again the departure for Durazzo 
with continuously deteriorating weather. 

Even the arrival in Durazzo is difficult; the whole day of the 7 passes without it being 
possible to communicate with the land. It must give the bottom to a second anchor, keep the 
engines ready and continue 
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in port the navigation service under the storm and the rains. Only after two more days can you 
start boarding, but in very difficult conditions, especially for the stretchers. However, by means 
of baskets you can get 519 infirm: but bad weather prevents the exit of the pilot ship and the 
departure must be postponed. Even in the port and anchor, the wave movement is so strong that, 
to give relief to the injured: the Po is forced to change mooring, getting in a more favorable 
position, remaining still with the engines ready and with navigation service. 

On the 12" the ship leaves for Bari. The bad weather still rages in Bari; it is necessary to 
drop anchor in the harbor, then with the pilot on board to sail to go and take a place in swath at 
the outer dock; but the blows of wind prevent the maneuver. To avoid damage the ship is forced 
out again from the port. Also this time it brings very serious injuries. Before being boarded, they 
spent at least a week, some even a month, with temporary devices and summary medications; all 
are suspicious and many still have the projectiles in the fracture sites. The bandages are infested 
with lice; an oppressive stench weighs in the atmosphere of the departments, despite forced 
ventilation and conditioning. 

The Po is at its V mission and already tried by so many troubles; she would need a few 
days to stop and repair and clean up, but the starting orders await him and they reach him every 
time he returns, and she has to start again, haunted by bad weather. The bay of Valona awaits 
her; blows of wind, rains, difficulty of maneuver; a fatal bay. It would be better for the Po not to 
return. 


From the report of the IV mission of the “Aquileia”. 


After the III mission accomplished at a reduced speed, the Aquileia had spent almost two 
months in the shipyards of Naples; a period of rest and restorative care to remedy its chronic 
deficiencies: because it had almost thirty years of service; a more mature age for a transatlantic 
and also for a hospital ship, 

In early December she left Naples, heading for Bari. 

To validate the results of the treatment, a little hasty, they had temporarily assigned it to 
the Adriatic sector: short missions between Bari and Valona. But in those days navigation is 
hampered by a 
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violent tempest that forces it to stop in the bay of Milazzo. Another hospital ship is in the harbor: 
the Arno. The two white ships greet each other and exchange messages by means of signals. 
Even the Amo has sought a shelter in the bay of Milazzo. The violent storm surprised him in his 
IV mission to Tripoli and Benghazi. Already the departure from Naples had presented itself with 
some disturbing warning. As soon as they left the Gulf the ship proceeded with difficulty and the 
equipment of the operating theaters and departments was checked, to check the arrangement of 
the most fragile material, to reinforce the means of fixing the boats, to check the hatches and the 
portholes. After the Strait of Messina, the weather conditions had become threatening. On the 
route of deviation from Malta a very violent west-west wind had hit the ship reaching the 
characters of the storm. The Arno had arrived in Tripoli on 1 December and was wrecked with 
the crew tired and had to postpone the departure for two days to Benghazi. The embarkation of 
the injured in Benghazi had been a difficult problem for the south-west wind that had 
strengthened. On the return journey the violent rains, the blows of the sea and two nights of 
vigilance for the guards had worn-out the crew and the seasickness had so prostrated the mass of 
the patients that, with the authorization of the Ministry, the Arno had tried a shelter. 

Also the Aquileia is waiting for a calm to start again. It is not really the case to face that 
sea of hell and to further aggravate the tiring toil of the engine personnel, already hard tried for 
that bargaining of boilers so prepared for leaks and infiltrations, for those burned grids and that 
coal damned, who made the victims of the stoker more resigned. Twenty-three hours of just right 
delay, but avoided other damage to hospital facilities. Already the excessive roll has produced a 
series of failures to the trunk-scope of the radiological apparatus; a big trouble, which puts the 
radiologist of the Aquileia in a very bad mood. Unfortunately twenty-four hours late the Aquileia 
come to Bari on the evening of the 9" while other ships are maneuvering to enter and a strong 
wind makes it difficult to disengage to go out, even with the assistance of tugs. 

To give the green light to a steamer on the left, the Aquileia collides with the night flank 
on the prow of the steamer Sardegna, loaded with troops leaving for Albania, reporting damage 
to the superstructures. 
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It is already night and that incident upsets that ant hill of disgruntled, noisy and restless soldiers 
on the large ship completely obscured. To the din of broken wood and broken glass is added the 
confused voices of the crews, in a coarse clamor that is multiplied in the echoes of the port. 

While the Aquileia has given way to the anchors and the damage is occurring, another 
vessel comes to her and leans into her. It is the German ship Ruhr who, after trying in vain to 
leave the port, crashes with the bow against the right side of the Aquileia. 

A violent thrill runs through the ship. It is like an immense shiver that is prolonged and 
repeated several times in the gasp of a giant hit. A gloomy roar spreads throughout the hull, 
transmitted and repeated by all the vibrating metal structures and the echoes of the holds. People 
flock from the bridges shouting, but the voices remain overwhelmed by the roar of crashes, 
fractures, lacerations, breakthroughs, which in a few seconds devastate the castle and then 
demolish the promenade deck, they break off the whole right wing of the bridge, deform the 
crankcase base for the boats, tear and unused the machine telegraphs. 

Finally that ruin and that havoc come to a halt and a deep silence of stunned people 
weighs on the collided ships: for a few moments; then on both sides there are harsh voices and 
sound invective, charged with insults and curses. 

- No loss of men; no wounded, fortunately, but a real disaster - a deck officer exclaims. 

- Here we are again immobilized! we'll have enough to finish the year like this. We hope 
for better for 1941. 

"And you're an old woman Aquileia," adds a voice in the dark, "and it's time for you to go 
to the slaughterhouse. 

But Aquileia is of good material and although it is thirty years old on the keel, it does not 
intend to surrender. He will have other adventures for those tired boilers, for the ovens, for the 
dynamos, for the winches; she will bravely resist and endure the attacks and violence until the 
last days of the conflict without failing in her duties. 

Bari, Valona, Durazzo; memorable events for the General Staff 
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of the Aquileia. Because the Aquileia was made for the oceans and for the great ports; in the 
hardship of the Adriatic she seemed persecuted. When the Aquileia had to return to Bari, there 
was a squall that upset the port. The V mission could only be completed after another 24 days of 
work. 


From the report on the IV mission of the "Tevere". 


The Tevere was intended for fast missions between Naples and the ports of Libya. On the 
morning of the 2", during his fourth mission, leaving Benghazi, he made his way to Naples, 
advancing with labor, but keeping the sea well. It was a ship with excellent marine qualities, 
stable and fast. 

In the first two missions she had not done good tests. With the rough sea she had begun 
to pitch in a compromising and unusual way, but this depended on an inadequate distribution of 
ballast, which carried the draft aft at 7/2 meters and 5% at the bow. It had been necessary to add 
200 tons of ballast into the bow holds to achieve a proper longitudinal trim and improve stability. 
Despite this load, the metacentric height remained a bit deficient. After the second mission, 100 
tons of ballast in stone were added. So the ship had resumed its best qualities. 

In the morning of the 20" a violent storm had surprised her in navigation and forced her 
to decrease the speed to give a little relief to the patients and make possible some serious and 
urgent operations. There was also to think about a plating of the planking to more than three 
meters below the level of deck II of the decks, produced in collision against the pier of Benghazi; 
there was to think of a infiltration of sea water in the bow locker, fresh water deposit, for a surge 
of nails produced in the previous navigation under the brutal shocks of the sea. 

Those multiple injuries could worsen in a strenuous navigation, and the weather was bad 
since midnight; frequent rains, windy sea and wind, cloudy sky; flashes on the horizon and 
distant thunder noise. 

Occasionally some scintillation had occurred on the mast and the r. t. station she had 
suspended her listening, disturbed by strong drumming. 
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For a moment the ship had almost stopped under the impact of two waves against the 
bow, when a sudden light shone on the bow tree with a shredder, instantaneous, like a battery 
salvo. 

The thunderbolt had struck the little mast, darting capriciously, producing the fall of the 
antenna and burning the conduits in the r. t. station. 

As if that roar and that light had received the ship from a momentary prostration, the 
Tevere plunged the bow into the bosom of a huge foamy wave that came towards him, lifted it 
up into a double effervescent waterfall, opening the way with a rushing thrill and she resumed 
her course. 

Few people noticed that incident in the rooms below deck. No other apparent immediate 
damage occurred beyond the fall of the antenna; the noisy roar of the discharge became confused 
in the deafening noise of the storm, but later a difference was noted in the indications of the 
normal compass and the heading compass. By now neither of them could give sure indications. 
The discharge had been so violent that the magnetic deviation had remained permanently altered. 

The next day the weather conditions had improved. 

At midday it was found that the ship had suffered a strong gap on the starboard. The 
navigation was interrupted to proceed to a summary compass tour with azimuth of sun. The 
difference in deviations from the magnetic meridian had to be determined exactly before 
continuing the journey. 

In some rhombuses the differences detected reached values up to 10°. This meant that the 
hull and the metal structures of the dead work had remained permanently magnetized by the 
lightning discharge. 

Stopping the engines and turning them around for the compass turn many asked what had 
happened, while the damage to the r.t. station was repaired again. 

"Even the lightning must have come upon us," exclaimed someone disgustedly. 

- We are magnetized; we are magnetized. We hope not to throw on us some bombs or 
some other calamity. 

But all this was nothing; also to the Tevere, as to all 
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and three other ships in the same group, something worse had to happen. 

Misfortune was pursuing them closely. 

These were the comforts reserved for white ships, those oases of peace in the ruckus of 
totalitarian war. These were the events of the "great hotel life", the privilege of the marine 
doctors and of the personnel protected by the Conventions; these were the joys of the life of the 
wardroom in the "peaceful cruises between the spectacles of the war", 

What could the laymen know who came aboard in the ports, with the mirage of a well- 
served breakfast, with the curiosity to see impeccable installations, the white sunbeds ... 

They said: - You do not miss anything, lucky you! You could even dance with the radio 
and with the Red Cross ... 

In fact, we danced very often, but not exactly like that. 


February 1941 
Retreat in Cyrenaica - Urgency in Albania - Hospital ships waiting for events - The last adventure of the 
“PO” on the route of Benghazi — The “Tevere” sinks in front of Tripoli - The “Epomeo” in the Sicilian 
Channel - The "Orlando" on the coastal routes of N.A. — “Toscana” and “Sicilia” overnight equipped in 
Lero. 


The British advance in Cyrenaica continues. On the ie Benghazi is occupied; the CAT 
insists on the methodical bombing of Malta giving relief to the traffic for Libya; the German 
armored Corps can be transported to North Africa; but the English Navy dominates the whole 
Eastern Mediterranean from Tobruk and Benghazi. On the Greek-Albanian front, operations 
have stopped and are limited to patrols, but the influx of wounded and sick people continues to 
the Valona, hampered by road difficulties, by bad weather conditions and by the deficiency of 
means of transport. 

Of the hospital ships, the Po and the Tevere are held overnight in Naples and the Arno is 
in Genoa, all ready to order waiting for possible major events, then resume their shifts in the 
various sectors. The Po returns to the missions to Albania after two trips to Tripoli, alternating 
with the other hospital ships already destined 
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to that sector: Aquileia, Gradisca, California. The Epomeo, located in Augusta, performs two 
rescue missions in the Sicilian Channel; The Orlando performs missions along the coastal routes 
of Libya, collecting shipwrecks of the MS. N’auly and of SS Menes and operating transfers from 
Zuetina to Benghazi. 

On the 7" a naval fleet leaves Gibraltar and heads towards Sardinia; Its goal is Genoa 
where the 9"" must meet high political personalities. The Italian fleet exits in force from Spezia 
passing to the West of the Corsica, while from Messina comes out a division of cruisers to meet 
at C. Testa. But on the morning of the 9" the enemy ships bombard Genoa. The Italian fleet can 
not track them due to deficiency of aerial exploration. The naval battle that seemed imminent 
does not happen. 


From the report on the XI mission of the “Po”. 


On 10 February the Po was departing from Naples. 

At 12:40 the following day, shortly after the Capo dell'Armi, she headed for Benghazi. 

The lunch had just ended and officers and Red Crossers scattered on the deck, in the sun, 
when an English quad-motor passed by, approaching, as if to recognize the hospital ship. 

It had to be beautiful, seen from above on the blue sea, that white ship under the meridian 
sun with its distinctive badges of recent paintings. The plane approached and was followed by 
binoculars; he too is beautiful in his vigorous slenderness. He came from the east and had 
finished his short approach. 

- Here it is sideways; certainly he recognized us. Now he heads to Malta, "said an officer 
who held him in the field of the telescope. 

In fact, the plane was moving away quickly, followed by binoculars with interest and 
some suspicion. 

- By now he will have reported us to Malta," said another. At 17:15, a tri-motor of 
unknown nationality rushed against the vessel, attacking her by surprise. 

Nobody could say which way he had arrived, he swooped like a fireball from the clear 
sky, with the engines off, throwing two bombs, a hail of slugs and a barrage of machine guns. 
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Fortunately he missed the target by a few meters. He made two wide laps on the ship, 
taking altitude up to 500 meters and went his own way with course N W, as if nothing had 
happened to him. 

Or this? - said in the bridge - Son of a dog! 

- It was the other one who reported us to Malta. 

- And why did not he attack us? Perhaps he had exhausted his confetti! 

- Perhaps no one has reported us. Who can tell the nationality of this pirate? Perhaps 
German. We can expect everything in a war like this; how disgusting! 

"What if he just wanted to stop or divert us, or would I take a checkup? We do not have 
any instructions on this, nor do we know how to respond to any reports of aircraft in patrolling. 

"He could have repeated the attack if he really wanted to hit the ship. There is some gap 
in our instructions. 

- A somewhat dangerous way to report! Damn! 

After that mission the Po was sent back to the eastern sector. 

Still some mission between Bari and Valona and also these sabotaged by bad weather; a 
real persecution. Perhaps none of our hospital ships struggled so fiercely and relentlessly with 
the weather. For no other who embarks the wounded and the sick represented such arduous 
problems in front of Valona. Under the lash of the rains and the frigid winds the victims 
remained exposed to the elements, waiting for the right moment to arrive alongside and, with 
suspended beds, stretchers, frames, baskets lifted by the loading trees, subjected to perilous 
oscillations, to be deposited finally on the deck. The operations had to be often interrupted, 
postponed from day to day, because even the motor-boats could not stand alongside and risked to 
bang against the sides of the ship. 

By now it was felt that an evil destiny persecuted relentlessly that unfortunate ship. It 
belonged to the Rivers group: Arno, Po, Tevere; three names of misfortune. But the first victim 
was to be the Tevere. He had already completed 7 missions for the evacuation of Libya's 
hospitals; as soon as she arrived in Tripoli for the eighth mission, he was lost by the explosion of 
a mine encountered in front of the Kaliusci buoy. 
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An adverse fate haunted him from the first missions on the routes of North Africa. The 
bad state of the sea had hindered her short navigations; the most extravagant weather conditions 
had put its excellent qualities of fast and seaworthy vessels to the hard tests. Even the lightning 
struck her in one of the previous missions; from the last she had come to Naples with serious 
damage from the sea that had forced her to navigate darkened, renouncing the embarkation 
operations in the port of Tripoli and had unused the lighting system of the distinctive signs on the 
sides. 

Restarted from Gaeta on the 14" after hastening repairs, she had arrived in Tripoli on the 
morning of the 5" and had dropped anchor in the harbor. The same evening, by order of the 
Marilibia Command, she had gone out towards the Kaliusci buoy remaining obscured and with 
pilot on board, ready to sail and take off in the event of an air attack. On the morning of the hes 
she had returned and had resumed the mooring of the previous day; after sunset he had repeated 
the maneuver to spend the night outside the port. 

She was less than 500 m. from the buoy and was about to drop anchor, when a 
thunderous explosion under the bow to starboard caused a column of water and flames to rise, 
shaking the ship like a convulsion and making it swiftly hauled over to the starboard. A magnetic 
mine had exploded at the # 2 hold on the right side. The chronometers marked the h. 19:06. 

The officer who was in the bow, at his place of maneuver, was thrown into the air and fell 
back into the sea. A life preserver was thrown and after half an hour he was picked up and 
brought back on board, wounded. 

At the time of the explosion the Tevere was in motion and turning to the right; she 
continued to pull over to reach shallow waters; she maneuvered to stop the heel; he placed two 
anchors at the bottom and stopped on the inclined bottom, in about 9 m. of water with a heel of 
7° on the left. 

Seven people were injured from hold No. 1, some very seriously injured. There were 
many traumatized, even among the officers who were thrown into the walls of the lodgings and 
service rooms at the time of the explosion. 

The hold No. 2 containing the deposits of hospital material 
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was immediately flooded and so was the dormitory of the military crew. 

The call was missing 3 sailors and 1 helmsman who had to be in the hold No. 2. 

The Tevere was immobilized. Perhaps it would be possible to recover it later, if the sea 
had spared it from a complete demolition on the spot, but its war missions had finally ceased. 
Now one had to try to save as much as possible of the material on board before leaving that ship 
that was about to become a wreck and first of all it was necessary to provide a stable structure of 
the hull. 

Emergency measures: 

The engine and deck personnel, operating the bilge pumps and plugging the accessible 
cracks, try to create the first shelters in order to avoid further heel, more than probable for the 
infiltration of water in the boiler room through the watertight partition of the hold No. 3. 

The boilers are switched off leaving two in operation to operate the pumps and the 
electrical systems, 

The machine room and the stern area are dry. 

All unnecessary persons are disembarked and the engine and deck personnel almost all 
remain on board and a medical officer. 

An hour after the accident the authorities of the Marilibia Command arrive from Tripoli 
and the Tevere is surrounded by other ships sent to assist her: R. N. Eritrea, a tugboat and two 
fishing boats. 

Under the floating wreckage at the # 2 hold hatch we find the bodies of three missing 
from the rollcall. 

Meanwhile, a Major of the Naval Engineer sent on board by the Marilibia Command 
takes over the rescue operations. 

Still we hope to be able to put the ship in a condition to be recovered. 

The following morning the hull seems to have stabilized. A diver of the R.M. ascertains a 
hole of m. 14 by m 3.50 which affects the right flank at the level of the hold No. 2 above the roll 
wings. 

It is necessary to do soon; a sea storm could render any 
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attempt, if the position of the hull on the bottom was not firmly stabilized. The tugboat Tremiti 
carries a pontoon that sinks a dead weight with 5 chain lengths in the NW direction and for the 
whole day of 18" it continues the draining of the hold 3, without however limiting the 
infiltrations from the corridor. 

At 23:00 the tug with the motor pump in the hatch 3 managed to almost completely dry 
up the first medicine department and to reduce the heel to 4°; a part of the sanitary material can 
be recovered and concentrated in the operating rooms of the B deck, but no other recovery is 
possible without risk of the people. The treasurer, responsible for the equipment and materials, 
ceaselessly prods and spies on the level of water in the hold 3 still largely flooded; the Chief 
Engineer, although he is very old and suffering, seems untiring, almost rejuvenated by immediate 
urgencies for the rescue of the Tevere. 

All health personnel are associated in the operations. 

-The Tevere is not lost yet; we will save it at any cost! 

So the crew shows its attachment and the hope that the internal structures and the 
bulkheads can resist the formidable thrust of the water that penetrates the big hole. 

All hopes are soon disappointed. Shortly after midnight, suddenly the starboard list is 
accentuated and reaches 15 degrees. Strong water infiltrations are poured into the room of the 
starboard boilers and towards the bow between the hold 3 and the fresh water cistern. Despite the 
intense work of the motorizes pump it is no longer possible to stop the listing that soon reaches 
21” 

Now we begin to fear an overturning of the hull on the inclined seabed. At 03:30 all non- 
essential personnel are disembarked. At dawn the skidding has increased, but remains stationary; 
the position of the hull seems to have stabilized; all holds are flooded; the water arrives 
everywhere on the level of the deck. 

At 19:00 of the 19" a team of authorized volunteers returns to the Tevere to bring the 
most prized accessible material to safety. Now there is nothing left to do on board and the ship is 
abandoned. In the afternoon the funeral of the three recovered bodies is celebrated and the staff 
of the Tevere is provisionally given under the R.M [Navy] Detachment of Tripoli. 
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In the following days, attempts to recover the material continue, but the warehouses of 
naval, sanitary, and food supplies are completely submerged. It is now necessary to document 
the losses; therefore a nucleus of officers and non-commissioned officers remains destined to 
Tripoli for administrative operations. The rest of the crew is repatriated through the Arno. 

The Tevere has now concluded its short part on the theater of war. Its hull remains as a 
fatal signal of a dangerous area between minefields and roaming mines. Inside is enshrined a 
body of a helmsman. 

Perhaps at the end of the conflict the hull can be recovered. Everything will depend on 
what the sea will do in front of Kaliusci's buoy. 


ok cK ok 


In January 1941 it was decided to transform into hospital ships two large transports that 
were in Lero: Toscana and Sicilia and a banana-trade motor ship that was in Massawa: Ramb IV. 

This decision allowed a large increase in hospital availability, which proved to be very 
useful after the first losses suffered. It also allowed the recovery of two large steamers without 
exposing them to the risks of an uncontrollable route through the eastern Mediterranean. These 
ships could not reach suitable construction sites for radical transformations and had not 
previously undergone adaptations for the hospital service. 

The steamships Sicilia and Toscana had been equipped for the transport of troops and 
equipment to the Dodecanese and were parked in Lero. The Ramb IV, a motorship that had 
already been used to transport bananas from Somalia, had been blocked in Massawa. 

The transformation of these ships had to be implemented with limited local means, trying 
to reach a temporary arrangement to start the service under the protection of the Hague 
Convention: Toscana and Sicilia in the Mediterranean, Ramb IV in the Red Sea and in the Indian 
Ocean. 

How to provide a temporary equipment that allows immediate use under the protection of 
the Conventions? 
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In Portolago there was only a modest workshop mixed with a few carpenters, mechanics, 
electricians; but there was the crew and a group of maritime officers; they could have done one 
of those shots that solve the most difficult situations. A group of junior officers of the R.M. with 
a first group of soldiers of the C.R.E.M. was about to come from Italy by air and by sea. They 
would have been enough. 


From the preparation report of the N. O. “Toscana”. 


The motorship V. Pisani reached Lero at the end of January. He carried 140 packages of 
medical supplies, a medical colonel and other military personnel to treat the transformation of 
SS. Toscana. 

A few days later, a Lt. Colonel doctor and other officers, arrived by air, were added to 
this first nucleus, destined for Sicilia. 

The instructions were simple: sufficient equipment and processing for a temporary and 
limited use of such transports as hospital ships, with all the requirements for reporting and for 
recognizing the terms of the Hague Convention; in the shortest time, without waiting for further 
sending of personnel or material, and without asking for other instructions. 

- Very simple - they said - accidents to simplicity! They immediately went to work; an 
arduous and feverish work, given the limitation of the available means and the urgency. But the 
colonel sent to face the first difficulties for Toscana was energetic, resourceful and ingenious 
and committed himself with all his youthful enthusiasm, later supported by the Lt. Colonel of 
Sicilia, also endowed with a tireless activity. 

In 45 days the two ships were transformed. Most of the troop transport equipment was 
demolished; of the 2200 wooden bunks only 500 were left. The demolition material was used to 
build furniture, shelving and furnishings. An acceptance room, an operating room with relative 
preparation and disinfection room; pharmacy, department of medicine, surgery and isolation; 
warehouses for health equipment, secretariat. Everything was created with those limited means 
and with essential works, but responding to the purpose. By order of the Marine Command of 
Rhodes was disembarked 
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the furnishing material and the exuberant rescue means to the needs of the new functions. Stocks 
of food were loaded for 250 men and for 15 days; the stability of the hulls was assured with 
stone ballast collected on site; fuels and water were embarked for the imminent crossing to the 
first Italian port. 

The question of the assistance staff was more embarrassing and more embarrassing was 
that of the patients: 

- It is a empty hospital ship? And arranged in this way! 

- Empty? We will be there; there will be sick; there will also be the Red Cross, if you 
want to know. 

- The Colonel has already thought of everything. In Rhodes the ladies are instructed to 
repatriate. While a hospital ship is being prepared here, a volunteer nursing school works there. 

- But the sick? Here there are not enough to repatriate. 

- There will be few, but we will find them; we will also look for it in Rhodes. Someone 
will certainly like a convalescence license and then return with another means. "Everything is 
perfect". So they say in Naples. The Toscana will become a beautiful hospital ship and will pass. 
To the few nurses who came from Taranto, some young volunteers were added, dressed as 
nurses of the R.M. 9 volunteer nurses were sent to repatriate; 33 patients were sent for 
repatriation from the military detachments of Lero and another 40 were in Rhodes. In this way 
the Toscana was in an impeccable form for the service indicated by the recognition signals. On 
the morning of March 5"", she left Rhodes with all the qualities of a hospital ship. 

The next day she passed through the Cerigo Canal. An English plane wanted to come and 
recognize it. 

In the night light signals coming from the starboard asked the name of the ship and the 
port of destination. 

- The hospital ship Toscana; route to Taranto - was the answer. He could pass 
undisturbed. But that hospital ship was not yet on the official list of the hospital ships of the 
belligerents and if the adversary had wanted to insist on a meticulous control .... Also on the 
documents of the Red Cross there would have been something to observe. 
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However, Toscana was now a real hospital ship until the end of the conflict. 

During the navigation she was ordered to reach Trieste; in the Lloyd's yards, the 
definitive transformation plan had already arrived to make a large hospital ship with 700 beds, 
equipped with a wide range of means of investigation and treatment. 

Then came the turn of the Sicilia and this was added to the first nucleus of the hospital 


Meanwhile, the Ramb IV was located in Massawa. 

During the month in the sector of Albania 10 missions are performed. There are still the 
most urgent urgencies for the large number of frostbite, injured and sick people to be repatriated. 
Gaseous gangrene has become worrisome and tetanus cases are often reported. The short trip and 
the rapid succession of orders of operations hinder the reclamation and disinfestations of patients 
and the sea makes it always difficult and slow boarding operations in the bay of Valona. 


March 1941 


The British advance in Libya stops at El Agheila - New events in the Balkans and in Greece and large 
naval operations in the eastern Mediterranean - The “Po” torpedoed in the bay of Valona - The “Gradisca” 
sent to the battle zone of C. Matapan. 


In Libya the Giarabub Oasis ceases to resist, but the British offensive is arrested at El 
Agheila. Meanwhile, the German Armored Corps has landed in North Africa, and on the 3 it 
begins a flash offensive that reconquers Cyrenaica. 

In the Libyan sector, the activity of hospital ships is reduced to two missions of the Arno 
and to a few short trips of the Orlando. All other hospital ships are destined for the eastern 
sector, especially to Albania where heavy traffic is required. Participate the Aquileia, Gradisca 
and California, each with 5 missions and the Po with two; but the last one is interrupted; the Po 
is torpedoed and sinks into the bay of Valona on the evening of the 14", 
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After the missions to Libya in place of the hit and fire in the port of Naples, the Po was 
again assigned to the Adriatic sector and had already completed two missions to Valona; one 
towards the end of February and one in early March. On the evening of the 14" it was again in 
Valona for her IV mission and she dropped ancher about 1’ mile from the coast between Dukati 
and Crionero. 

By order of the local Navy Command, after sunset she remained completely darkened. 
About a mile away, towards Crionero, a fishing boat was found at anchor; in Valona steamers 
and the Royal Ships. 

The evening passed quietly, but it was known that the bay of Valona had been repeatedly 
targeted by torpedo aircraft that reached over the promontory of Cape Linguetta. 

At 23:00 almost all the people slept; the Red Cross had retired to their lodgings until 
09:30 pm. The Colonel Medical Director was in his cabin, still dressed, preparing the program of 
operations for the next day; the Captain of the steamer was already lying down. Few deck 
officers still lingered on the decks; the engine officers were in their quarters; some medical 
officers are in the wardroom and on the deck, together with the senior doctor on call and with the 
captain doctor Commander of the R. M. Detachment 

A few minutes past 23:00, while the silent, darkened ship was almost still on the anchors, 
the sound of an approaching plane was heard. It seemed that it was still far away, beyond the 
promontory of Cape Linguetta; the conversations stopped to listen. Suddenly the buzz ceased. 

- Prepares to launch - said a voice in the darkness of the bridge deck - like the lion that 
stands for ... 

A few moments had passed when the ship jolted aftershock from a violent explosion that 
spread with an intense thrill to all the internal structures with a dark roar. A torpedo had hit the 
Po aft on the starboard. The clocks stopped at 23:13. From that moment the destiny of the Po 
was written. 

On board they did not immediately feel that the ship was about to sink. There was a 
suspension, perhaps determined by the astonishment of the sudden blow, but immediately the 
alarm was given. The director 
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climbed on the deck of the launch to realize the situation; after the first moments of apparent 
stability, the ship began to sink on the starboard. 

In the obscurity almost complete the beginning of the heeling and sinking were hardly 
felt, but from the fore they felt that the chains of the anchors were put in force. The Po lowered 
by the stern and swerved rapidly. Then people were called to abandon. 

While the maneuvers were being started to lower the lifeboats, two officers and a sailor 
made the inspection tour to the lodgings and the medical Captain at the command of the military 
detachment inspected all the forward premises as it was prescribed in the orders for the post of 
abandonment of the ship. 

Three Red Cross men threw themselves into the sea and an officer immediately launched 
to help them, while the first boat was lowered. In a few minutes, another 4 launches were 
lowered from the left, but one of these was busted before being in the water and went to the 
bottom. 

About two minutes after the torpedo, the water came to surface from the stern hatches 
and some sailors were desperate for the fate of four of their companions remained in the 
submerged local areas; but it was not possible to help them; the poop of the Po was already 
almost completely under water. The people who had not yet taken their places in the lances 
found themselves immersed and tried to get away from alongside so as not to be caught in the 
vortex. At that moment also the commander of the detachment went away swimming to the Red 
Cross who had thrown into the sea and two officers trying to help the Director and the Captain of 
the ship that were in the water; but the commander of the Detachment did not remain long on 
that launch. Seeing a red-cross man who was struggling in the sea, he threw himself again to 
rescue him and helped him to embark on the fifth launch, where he too found a place together 
with the boatswain and 9 other crew members. 

Meanwhile, the poop stern had disappeared under water. A major doctor and two other 
people who were close to him were taken in the suction, but soon after they came back to the 
surface together with the aft chest that had detached itself and had emerged together with the 
freed rafts. It was this lucky event that spared other victims because 
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many people were still in the sea and could climb on the rafts or hold on to it, without any 
struggle or panic; almost all the staff were provided with life jackets. 

Three sailors reached a destroyer swimming, two others reached the trawler: an officer 
came swimming to the ground. 

Immediately after the accident the trawler sailed towards the point where the Po had sunk 
to welcome the survivors, offering comfort and clothing to those who were naked. 

The Director and the Commander of the Detachment made the appeal and gathered the 
news of the missing. 

Apart from the arbitrary gesture of the Red Cross men who jumped into the sea before the 
rescue operations had begun, everything took place without disorder, without selfish 
competitions and without privileges. Everyone behaved calmly and a note of chivalrous 
brotherhood characterized the behavior of the survivors. 

The medical colonel director of the ship was collected in water with three fractured ribs; 
the Commander of the Detachment was the last to leave the sinking ship; the last to be rescued 
was a major doctor who already had symptoms of frostbite. Equally fraternal was the behavior of 
the crew of the trawler. 

At the rollcall of the survivors, 21 people were missing, including 3 Red Cross men; of 
these, 2 were in the lance that turned upside down, one had thrown into the sea hoping to swim 
to the ground; other people had disappeared from the launch accident; 4 sailors were drowned in 
the hold rooms aft, another 4 had died on the trawler, 

In Valona the Director, though wounded, questioned all the survivors and compiled a 
report that was not transmitted by the local Commands. 

The crew was kept separate from the officers. 

The press immediately spread the news extolling the sacrifice of the missing Red 
Crossers and describing the solemn ceremony of immediate decoration with medals to the valor 
of the other nurses, among which there was a non-negligible personality. For everyone else 
nothing; but no one claimed for themselves a recognition or a praise, and this was also a proof of 
the chivalrous and noble demeanor of the crew of the Po. 
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On the site of the disaster there was nothing visible except the forward mast emergent up 
to the cross with the protection signal prescribed by the Hague Convention. 

Great activity manifests itself in the eastern Mediterranean. To face the threatening 
German invasion of Greece, from Egypt and from the Cyrenaica there is transport of a Corps of 
60,000 men to the islands and to the Aegean ports. 

On the night of the 26" an attack by Italian naval assault vehicles was successfully 
implemented in Suda bay. A British cruiser, a transport and an oil tanker are sunk. Following the 
false news reported by the CAT that gives two enemy battleships hit, it is decided to raid in force 
towards the Aegean to intercept the British traffic, but from Piraeus and Alexandria the British 
Fleet of the Eastern Mediterranean attacks the Italian Fleet in Gaudo and C. Matapan. Three 
cruisers and two destroyers are struck by the shooting and sunk in a quick fight on the night of 
the 29”. 

In the combat area is immediately sent the Gradisca for the search and rescue of the 
survivors reported by a radio dispatch of the Command of the British Fleet, in point 35° 30' N - 
20° 50' E. 
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Ill 


THE CASTAWAYS, THE WRECKS AND THE 
CORPSES ADRIFT..... 


March 29-April 7, 1941 


After the night clash of C. Matapan - The “Gradisca” in the combat zone in search of the shipwrecked - Six 
days of sailing around point 35° 30' N — 20° 50' E - Six days of resistance of the survivors on the rafts. 


After a series of missions to Durazzo and Valona, the Gradisca returns to Taranto with 
704 wounded and sick soldiers. It is the morning of March 29". While preparing for the 
disembarkation operations, she is instructed to request immediate restart. 

At 14:30 the disembarking operation is over and at 15:00 the Gradisca resumed the sea. 
She is the hospital ship closest to the area to reach; she is ready and she is also the fastest; with 
all 6 boilers in operation can even exceed 16 miles per hour. Castoff at 15:30, followed by a slow 
motion the pilot to get out of the barriers and barely escapes to full force. 

Some serious news leaked at the Cape Command. There was a fight at night. Three 
cruisers hit: many shipwrecked at sea. We must act quickly. 

Order of operations: 

“Direct on point 35° 30' N - 20° 50' E for search and rescue of shipwrecked people. 
Aircraft will come to collaborate in the search". Wind tended SW and rough sea take away a bit 
of speed, but the Gradisca runs at 14 miles. In the engines you hope to run 
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more and more; in the departments we proceed to the reassuring and the preparations. There's 
time; unfortunately you can not reach the point indicated before the evening in the next day. 

Unusual silence on board. Serious news. A sad nightmare oppresses the crew and inhibits 
the voices of carefree youth that even in times of calamity erupts into the fraternal intimacy of 
common life in the presence of the sea. It is night; it is the hour of recollection after the sailor's 
prayer. 

Nobody watches the luminescent trail; now the thoughts are all turned to one point. The 
hopes and aspirations are summed up in a common anxiety that does not find adequate 
expressions, but makes ruminating tragic scenes and sad episodes: the desperate struggle of the 
castaways on the sea. 

What happened on point 35° 30' N - 20° 50' E now the whole vessel knows it. That point 
was searched on atlases and looked at for a long time; It is south of Cape Matapan. The fatal 
clash took place during the past night. Now everything is over and there are only scraps on the 
sea; scrap of ships and sailors. Three cruisers and two destroyers crashed into an abyss; 
disappeared forever to four thousand meters below those waves slightly waving that beat in full 
on the starboard of the Gradisca and the mild lull in the rocking, just sensitive in the rapid run. 

The R.T. station is listening on the obliged wave, but there is some other device on board 
that manages to pick up fragmentary information in the nightly broadcast. 

There must be many survivors and also many dead. 

It is not known how the fight took place; if it was possible to save the survivors; if they 
could leave the stricken ships in time, lower the boats, free the rafts. 

- Go to sleep - advises the director and the advice is repeated by the officers in the 
departments: 

- Go and rest; it is necessary to arrive in the area prepared for hard work; there will be a 
lot to do. Nobody will have to be tired. 

But how not to think of those dear ships that have disappeared, to the dead, to the 
survivors who want to live and wait and hope again? 

Each in his own way reconstructs dramatic events and tells himself imaginary stories of 
heroism and violence in the supreme fight for salvation. Ships hit, ships sunk, explosions and 
fires, wounded and mutilated, from one side to the other ... Which ships are lost? 
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Who are the commanders? How he would have saved his relative, his friend, the villager... or is 
nothing, nothing but a corpse held afloat by a life preserver? 

At 19:30 on March 30" the ship is on point 35° 33' N - 20° 55' E; not far from the 
destination. In fact, there are spots of naphtha and some scrap. Considering the direction of the 
wind, the Gradisca would have to meet some ship or raft of shipwrecked, if the indicated point 
was correct. But a radio dispatch of Supermarina informs that a raft of shipwrecked people is 
reported in the point 35 ° 20' N - 21° 00' E. This point is further south. 

The Gradisca turns a few degrees and directs more to the south; at 20:00 it is on the 
indicated point and reduces the speed to 6.5 miles starting to scour with the lights on, until 21:30 
without finding anyone. Reverses the route and heads for the North East, then towards the West. 
always with a negative result. She is about to return the bow to the north to return to the spot 
where the scrap and patches of naphtha had been seen, but another radio broadcast from 
Supermarina shortly after midnight informs that our aircraft have seen floats between the 
parallels 35° 30 '- 34° 30' N and the meridians 20° 00' - 21° 00' E. 

Airplanes in that area? Sightings at that hour? Mysteries. The marked area is still much 
further south; at 01:15 of the 31“ the Gradisca directs for that area. Projector turned on, lookouts 
in place, binoculars looking for some float, some signal in the dark night. Still nothing. At 07:05, 
immediately after a juxtaposition towards the west, a drifting mine appears to be heading. It is 
recognized in time and avoided. 

It is not here; we moved away from the battle zone. 

Inaccurate points? Wrong reports? 

And the planes that were supposed to be here at dawn? Not even one! 

The Gradisca returns the bow to the north to return to the point of arrival in the area. At 
09:50 we meet another mine adrift. With a few musket shots it is hit by the moving ship, but 
does not sink. 

At 10:16 the Gradisca is again in a large patch of naphtha. She returned to the point of 
the previous evening. After 15 hours of useless search. Shortly thereafter she meets the first 
corpse; another collects it after half an hour. The ship point is 35°31' N - 29° 57'E. 


USMM 20 The White Fleet 





RELITTI ABBANDONATI 


USMM 20 The White Fleet 


Page 92 


At that moment a German aircraft coming from the North-West flies over at low altitude. 
Is it one of those that should collaborate in the research? Maybe he can give some indication? 

Without communicating it moves eastwards. Considering its course, it is assumed that 
there are no visible floats in the sector that has flown over and the ship continues on its search 
route to the west; but the sea is deserted and the Gradisca again heads south, and then at 11:05 
back north. At 16:05, after a wide exploration of the sectors to the South beyond the indications 
of the last radio message, she again headed for the North. 

At 17:00 our plane passes over low altitude and continues north-east without giving 
communication. A few minutes later, rafts are sighted. 

Finally! Gradisca is in the area that has been searching for 24 hours. 

The launches are lowered and sent towards the rafts: but the rafts are empty. 5 bodies are 
collected and identified on the sea; no traces of shipwrecked are seen. 

Where are they then? Were they recovered from some other unit? This hope creeps into 
anxious thoughts, after many fruitless searches. 


Another radio message from Supermarina arrives: 

“Further search in 35° 30' N — 21° 05' E where our planes saw a raft in the morning”. 

It is precisely in that area that the ship is located and on the horizon no other rafts are 
seen than those already encountered. The conviction is now justified that it is appropriate to 
insist with further search even further north. At 19:15 the Gradisca recalls the launch and leaves 
the area explored. Again it slows down and continues searching in the light of the projector. 

Many precious hours have been lost, but the ship is about to track the shipwrecked men 
who have been looking for the night before. A raft with four men is on its route and within two 
hours the first rescue will be accomplished. 

At 21:00 shouts are heard at sea; on board general emotion. 

- Here they are! A raft! 

A raft with four men appears illuminated by projectors. The survivors are immediately 
recovered and interrogated. They are two 
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officers and two sailors of the DD. Alfieri, almost frozen, two days fasting, thirsty. They say that 
other rafts belonging to the same ship should be nearby. 

The sea is almost calm, just rippled by a light breeze from the Southeast; they can not be 
far away. 

The Gradisca makes a quick turn and directs according to their indications; but the search 
is unsuccessful. It is almost midnight; the ship has again reached the parallel 35° 30' N and 
directs for Levante. "then returns to the North-West, stubbornly continues its explorations by 
cutting several times the previous routes, but it seems that a malicious guide leads her where 
there is it is no more, and in the meantime the wind is refreshed, the sea rough. 

- Where am I, where am I? We must find: they will be found, but where? 

- And the planes that had to cooperate? 

Expectation and anxiety are exalted. All eyes are fixed on the sea, impatient; the spirits 
are exasperated. 

At dawn a lookout signals a raft on the starboard. It's 05:25; at 05:43 it is reached and 8 
shipwrecked are collected: three gunners, a mechanic and four sailors of the Cruiser Zara. In the 
light of day other rafts are sighted. 

- We are here, we are here; finally! - murmurs on board. 

The animation becomes more and more alive. Seventeen rafts are sighted; one after the 
other they are reached; one hundred and fourteen castaways are recovered until 12:00. one 
hundred and six belong to the Cruiser Fiume, eight are from the DD. Alfieri. Many are wounded, 
frozen, burn victims, emotional. Someone is speechless and can not even say his name; another 
is in this state of excitement that must be continually monitored; most are in the grip of profound 
apathy. They were in the water for three nights and three days; they look around like 
hallucinated; they no longer believe in their eyes; they can not erase the confused but oppressive 
memory of those terrible nights. They saw terrible scenes, they can not talk about it ... maybe 
later, much later, when the mind will be freed from the horror that made them almost go crazy 
like so many others ... 

In fact, many did not know and did not want to resist and left empty seats on the floats. 
Someone had seen ships on the horizon coming from the South and had stopped among distant 
rafts; certainly they gathered more lucky shipwrecked sailors. And 
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then they had thrown themselves into the sea with the insane hope of swimming together. 
Suddenly they had seen the ships leave and disappear, leaving them alone, without strength. 

Those who remained on the rafts were waiting; they still hoped. Another night passed; 
the sun again came to warm them and burn them, to increase the torment of thirst; but now the 
rafts had been dispersed by the wind and the current. They were alone, abandoned, lost. They 
had resigned themselves, they no longer hoped when they saw the hospital ship. 

This told the survivors of the rafts recovered; those who could speak. 

- We must find other shipwrecks, farther north, - repeated insistently - further north, 
dispersed during the second night when the wind has cooled and the sea has made it so difficult 
for the weakest to resist those rafts without oar, without water, without signals to be recognized. 

Hospitalized, heated, rub down, medicated, they asked only to drink and sleep. They had 
been gathered together and, as soon as they were put to bed, they were creeping fevers; they 
were exhausted by fasting but could not feed themselves with sugared water. The macerated and 
soaked wounds began to ignite. 

At 12:00 on April 1“, the Gradisca resumes the patrols following the indications of the 
shipwrecked men gathered. Navigate to the west, reaching again a point near the arrival in the 
area. A German aircraft flies over to South-East at high altitude; then a rescue plane of the C. R. 
I. performs some explorations in the sector, remaining in radio-link, but does not provide any 
useful indication. Shortly after 15:00, a four engine Sunderland makes two rounds at very low 
altitude passes on the Gradisca, heading north-east ... Did you make any signals? someone 
claims to have seen report. What does it mean? 

The Gradisca continues its search with various routes, towards South, towards West, then 
again towards North-East and North-West. At 09:00 on the oF April she finds himself in 35° 
38' N - 21° 20' E, where she meets 16 empty rafts and 2 anchored mooring buoys painted in red, 
one gets the impression that they are rafts of the Cruiser Pola; find corpses, so it is possible that 
they are rafts abandoned by shipwrecks already recovered by ships of enemy nationality, but 
when? So it is true what they say the shipwrecks collected by the Gradisca? 
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have they returned to the battle zone to save the survivors? 

At 10:00 the Gradisca meets a drifting mine at 35° 42' N — 21° 20' E. Between the last 
two points, he cut the route traveled the night before, the mine had not been sighted, twice the 
ship passed it by, avoided by chance. 

Momentum to the area to the North-West of the point marked at the start has been 
repeatedly explored by day and by night. The Gradisca directs again towards the North-East, 
then turns again towards the North-West and South-West to gradually widen the search area. 

At 14:00, while heading for South-West, two rafts are sighted with 21 shipwrecked in 
point 35° 56' N — 21° 14’ E. Shipwrecks of the DD. Carducci and with them two senior officers 
who, firmly and with paternal interest, have been able to encourage their companions and keep 
them compact in the tough test of resistance. They are all at the ends of the forces, but serene and 
proud. They spent five nights and five days on that raft, comforting each other, repeating the 
sailor's prayer every evening at sunset. They can not give precise indications about the presence 
of other rafts in the vicinity, but unanimously express the belief that they must be found to the 
south-east, and the Gradisca starts again looking for the whole day and the following night in 
that sector, although he has repeatedly traveled it on the previous days and nights. 

Other planes pass in the sky, flying over it. The Gradisca; one German at 05:55 with a 
route towards the North-East; an Englishman five minutes later with a route to the South; shortly 
after the r. t. station receives very faint signals from one of our aircraft asking for a radio 
direction finder baring to reach Gradisca, but its signals are too weak and its position can not be 
detected. Who knows where it is? Very far maybe. 

So another day has passed. The Gradisca reduces the speed to 6.5 miles and continues 
the searches all night, circumscribing large geometric areas, crossing them diagonally, finding 
the next morning at the point of the day before, and then juxtaposing decidedly South with 
normal speed. 

At 12:00 on the 3™ of April, having made the point, it has just set off for an exploration 
of the area between 35° 42' - 35° 52' N and 21° 14'- 21° 23' E, when from the bridge and from 
the prow are sighted four 
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rafts, one after the other. They bring 14 shipwrecked; also these belonging to the DD. Carducci. I 
have been at sea for six days and six nights; they seem to come from another world; they look 
around lost; they can not stand up, exhausted, dazed, with dry mouth, chapped lips, sunken eyes, 
imperceptible pulse, acetone breath, temperature below 36°, burned by the sun, with swollen 
legs. They imperiously ask for a drink and they can not quench that immense, urgent thirst, 
drinking, drinking and sleeping are immediate needs, a persistent sob and an uncontrollable 
vomit prevent other dietary supplies. Some have the neck and the thorax infiltrated by a 
crackling emphysema .The wounds are macerated by salt: cold, exhausted look like corpses 
Someone still insists in the most absurd hallucinations to convince the comrades, remembering 
visions and completely imaginary facts. The sun has burned them in the uncovered parts, the 
cold of the night almost has them for six days they are fasting, but they are not anxious for food, 
their stomach can not stand but sugary drinks, they are very thirsty. They drink and sleep. They 
do not want anything else. 

- More dead than alive - whispers a red-nurse who assists them vigilantly and moved. 

"Certainly they would end up dying if the Gradisca had delayed a few hours; tomorrow 
those rafts would be found with the bodies of the last to die. 

- We must look again. Perhaps on other rafts there is someone who lives and can 
withstand a few hours; tomorrow it will be too late. 

- There are others! We saw them at dawn, and tonight we heard calling near us! - He is a 
shipwreck who raves. 

Some of the last recovered continue to insist with obstinacy: but their companions have 
never heard anything but the murmur of the short waves that came to lick the rafts. 
Hallucinations, collective suggestions, false mirages, false impressions; the mind began to 
waver; the delirium began. 

The Gradisca still resumes its explorations to frame larger areas in the North-West and 
South-East where the night battle allegedly took place. 

At 15:00 and 16:39 two more aircraft, one English and one Italian, pass on the sky at high 
altitude without giving communications. 
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At 17:38 a German plane will meet the ship with a route from the South. Will some useful 
communication be done? Maybe he discovered some raft? Drop five bombs that explode in the 
water and leave. What did you see? Against whom did you unhook? Signals? 

Towards evening the Gradisca slows down for night exploration. During the night it 
covers three sides of a large quadrilateral. In the morning of April 4, she returns to point 35° 30' 
N - 20° 50' E, proceeds further south-east. At 07:00 she finds herself in a floating cemetery. 
Throughout the morning he navigates among the bodies, just emerging with the back to the 
surface, cradled by short waves like a jellyfish bank. In the macabre procession are the missing, 
disappeared and sunk in the tragic night of combat, which together date back from the depths, 
corrupt and deformed. 

From the Gradisca the crew and the shipwrecked people watch dumb and moved. They 
count two hundred, two hundred and fifty, but certainly there are much more. They are barely 
distinguished in the dark blue of the sea. 

Headless, the crew aligns and greets them; the chaplain blesses and absolves them. 

The Gradisca exhausted her search on that area of the dead. Now he does not meet 
anything other than empty rafts and boats already inspected. Throughout the day and the 
following night, it navigates with large changes to frame all the areas covered. 

The projection of the search routes around the marked point forms a compact plot, a 
dense network with long offshoots towards the South and towards the North-East, moved from 
the point indicated according to the wind and current direction; typical example of what is a 
patrol around a point reported for the search for castaways. 

Gradisca's mission is over. The weather has also changed; wind stretched from the east, 
sea, rough, banks of fog and haze hinder other research. On the evening of April 5", keeping the 
patrols unsuccessful, at the behest of Supermarina, Gradisca headed for Taranto. At 10:00 a 
radio message orders her to return to Messina. 

On April 6, during the navigation, a suffrage Mass is celebrated in the presence of the 
crew and the shipwrecked who can leave the departments. 
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The Gradisca returns the 7 with 160 survivors, 7 bodies recovered in the sea and two 
corpses of shipwrecked deceased on board for wounds, after 8 days of navigation, after almost a 
week of continuous patrols around the point 35° 30' N — 20° 50' E. 


The castaways of C. Matapan. 


Many did not remember anything. The clash with the enemy had been sudden; they had 
surprised at night the ships that went in search of the Cruiser Pola immobilized and isolated in 
the eastern Mediterranean, reported by air scouts and sought by the British fleet out of 
Alexandria. The action had been lightning; it had not allowed an effective reaction, let alone an 
orderly organization of the rescue of wounded and shipwrecked. In a few minutes two cruisers 
and two destroyers had been practically annihilated by a deadly and precise fire that had upset 
every possibility of resistance. Only two destroyers could disengage and escape destruction. 

Most of the crews threw themselves into the water to leave the ships and in the darkness, 
under the sinister lights of the fires and explosions, they sought a place on the rafts and 
accessible boats. A large part of the means of rescue had been lost with the ships, destroyed by 
explosions, by fire, not promptly released before the sinking. So most of the survivors and 
especially the wounded ones could not save themselves. The crowd around the overloaded rafts 
made them turn over; those who had freed themselves from their clothes were paralyzed by the 
cold; those who were excessively scrambled to approach the rafts could not resist clinging to the 
paternosters that garnished the edge of the floats. 

In the morning of March 29, the survivors were already reduced to a small number, 
without food and water to drink, already exhausted by the cold and fatigue. They looked lost and 
thought back to the tragic struggle in which they had been able to win to conquer or to keep their 
place, without knowing more how this had been possible; now the struggle had ceased, but so 
many had disappeared! A weight of secret thoughts kept them silent. 

One broke the silence: 


- Place for everyone was not there; the others had to die. 
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But the last word of that sentence was almost lost in a sob. 
- "We must do this, cried another, and flung himself out of the raft.. 


He was resumed in time, but later he tried again to free himself and in the second night he 
did not answer the appeal. 


- .. The sun had warmed us a bit and the hope of saving us had come to reassure us when 
we sighted ships that patrolled the area of combat; but then we saw them move away and 
disappear from the horizon. Then began our torture until the arrival of the Gradisca. We were 
alone; nobody wanted to talk and we all knew why. Our life presented itself as a whole dream to 
our mind. We remembered the most distant days of childhood, the forgotten acquaintances and 
friendships, the familiar episodes, the details of the house and the school, as if that loneliness and 
desolate abandonment on the sea had freed us of so many distractions that hid memories and the 
joys of distant and happy days. We felt that each of us was surrounded by a crowd of loved ones: 
the parents, wives, children, brothers, lovers, in the inscrutable intimacy that did not want to be 
disturbed, in a resigned concentration, in the sincere confession of their faults; because Death 
was near us and we felt it fluttering around the raft and we wondered secretly how it would take 
us and who would have been the first to be seized. The thirst began to torment after the second 
day and it was from the thirst that came the terrors and hallucinations. It was the brains that were 
beginning to dry up and the first signs of senseless delirium. It was almost fortunate that no one 
possessed a little water. When we were taken to the Gradisca, we did not think of the water! woe 
if there had not been for everyone ... 


The survivors repatriated from Corinth. 


The 23” mission had led the Gradisca on the Bari-Patras-Corinth route and had 
embarked in the latter port 
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the survivors recovered from the Greek DD Hudra, after the action of Matapan. Together with 
those that Gradisca had recovered in her search around the 35° 30' N - 20° 50' E point, it 
constituted the group reported by the British fleet on the morning of 29 March when it had to 
stop the rescue operations. 

The shipwrecks collected from the Hydra were released after a few days of captivity, at 
the time of the German occupation of Greece. From them there were fragmentary narratives that 
allowed to reconstruct some phases of the tragic confrontation and the events of the first day. 

- ... Night fighting lasted a few minutes; we were in the vicinity of one of our 
immobilized and burning cruisers. We were ordered to leave our ship. While we were trying to 
lower a motor-boat, it was hit and broken; while another group tried to put a boat into the sea, 
this one too was struck and disappeared in a whirlwind of burning shards. At that moment the 
commander had ordered the salute to the King and the few remained on deck had answered with 
the last cry, greeting the ship in the light of the fire. We threw ourselves into the sea and we 
could reach a nearby raft, but around that raft immediately became impatient. At least fifty 
people demanded a place in the raft that could contain a dozen. Two officers turned away and we 
too preferred to move away from the group of contenders. 

We found ourselves on another raft with a dozen people. The sea was rough and 
sprinkled with naphtha which occasionally filled our mouths. The enemy persisted against ships 
that still floated on fire. Every now and then some stockpile was fired and exploded like the 
eruption of a volcano. More flames could be distinguished from other flames and beams of light 
from projectors. 

Meanwhile, even around our raft others clung and pretended to go up even though it was 
already full. One of the officers who were with us decided to set a rest on the raft and one at sea, 
clinging to the paternosters. Both descended into the water first and stayed there even more than 
they had, giving up their turn to the wounded and the weakest. We realized that one of them was 
at the extreme of his strength, but he continued to remain in the water despite the repeated 
invitation to come and rest; the other held him, holding him almost hugged. There was a moving 
contest 
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to help him and let him rest. Suddenly a British destroyer passed by. We shouted, we made a 
light bulb shine, but he did not see us; he almost hit us making us jump on the vortex of an 
effervescent foam. 

Then the disorder began on that poor raft. Someone weaker, could not hold on to the edge 
and disappeared; the others who were on duty in the water were frightened and pretended to 
come into the raft: those who were installed did not want to give in and refused to resume their 
turn. Suddenly a senseless panic communicated itself to the contenders; a furious fight began to 
conquer a place on the float. It was not possible to dominate that collective fury. Even those who 
had already given proof of altruism, urging the two officers to take their place on duty in the raft, 
and would be capable of a voluntary sacrifice, of generous spontaneous temerity, reacted against 
the power of others. The men climbed on top of each other, clustered, running out of strength in 
a frantic and useless struggle, until the raft turned upside down repelling all the contenders. Then 
the fight began again; at moments with high shouts, at times in anxious muteness, leaving only 
hear breathless sighs or some hoarse voice that went out in the gurgling water, beaten by 
convulsive limbs. So little by little the group was reduced; some drowned under the upturned 
raft, others pushed far away, unable to return, disappeared into the darkness. 

That sad fight ceased when the competitors were reduced to less than half. Then even the 
two officers who had moved away during the melee, could return to the raft. One of them was 
exhausted by fatigue and exposure. He was lying on the bottom of the raft in the arms of a sailor 
who tried to keep him lifted from the water; his companion held him by a hand from outside. 
Suddenly it seemed to us to be plunged into gloomy darkness. The great stake that lit up the sea 
with a reddish light around us had gone out. Our ship was sunk. 

Shortly after a voice said: 

- Why do we still keep it? 

In fact, for almost half an hour two hands were held tight on the edge of the raft, but one 
was that of a dead man. 

Tired, almost sated, sitting silently in the water inside the raft, we waited for the light of 
day. 
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- ... Only when the sun rose did we begin to speak. 

The nightmare of that night of terror oppressed us. We tried to put in order to find an 
attitude of greater stability to prevent our raft from overturning. The sea was quite rough after 
dawn and the wind was trying to cool off. 

In our raft we were eleven, but two in very bad condition, almost crazy. A few hundred 
meters from us we saw a small group of rafts; on some it was placed and we thought to gather to 
them to lighten ours. We began to row with our hands to reach them; those rafts were equipped 
with oars. .. 

"They have oars," said one of our men, "if they come to meet us!" 

After many calls we managed to throw a couple of oars; but the current turned them away 
and we could not reach them. A sailor threw himself swimming to get them, but after having 
reached them he no longer had the strength to go back to the raft. 

We started shouting invoking that some raft was moving to his aid and finally one 
approached him and took him on board together with oars. 

We continued to row with our hands and finally reached the group of rafts. At a distance 
of two or three miles you could see other rafts adrift. 

Around 9 o'clock a large Sunderland came to hover over raft groups and moaned for a 
moment. They told us then that an operator had taken a film of the scene and, after announcing 
next aid, had taken off. 

A few hours later we heard distinctly the shouts coming from the furthest rafts and almost 
immediately we saw a approaching British naval formation. It was a group of cruisers with some 
destroyers in advanced escort, farther away you could see the fumes; ships of the line. Two 
destroyers approached the rafts, beginning the recovery of the survivors. One of them came close 
to us; an officer from the edge shouted at us: "Halloo! - while a sailor threw a bag with the line. 
We were about to catch her when suddenly the destroyer fired. A German plane had swooped, 
very low. At that moment even the tops of some rafts that had already been evacuated, became 
entangled in a propeller of the destroyer that began to maneuver 
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to get free. The other destroyers also started shooting at the German plane that had passed over. 
A cruiser raised a signal and all the rescue destroyers suspended operations by heading south- 
east. After a few minutes they had disappeared beyond the horizon and we remained alone again, 
in view of some empty rafts. We reached them and distributed some rations of food that had 
remained there; there were also two barrels of water to drink. Then the state of agitation and 
discouragement that was accentuated by the termination that had made the rescue stop just when 
it was about to touch us, ceased. 

The slightly rough sea kept us submerged until the waist; from time to time some waves 
covered us up to the chest. Towards sunset the wind and the sea strengthened by making the rafts 
bump into a disturbing way; we parted, trying to stay within reach. Many domestic aircraft 
passed at high altitude, but they did not see us. 

Towards the 21:00 high voices, they set off from a raft; about 400 meters from us 
appeared the shape of a warship. We all shouted, but nobody seemed to notice us; that ship 
seemed deaf and blind. A boatswain whistle passed from one to another. 

Finally we were sighted. It was the DD. Hydra, who took us on board together with other 
survivors, 110 in all. On the morning of the 30" we were disembarked at Salamis and subjected 
to interrogation: prisoners of war. But our imprisonment lasted a few days; transported to 
Corinth we also found shelter on the Gradisca. 


Comments and comments. 


Could a hospital ship reach the castaways of Matapan as soon as possible? 

He could not. Gradisca was ready to move on the morning of March 29". It was not six 
hours after the sinking of the Pola had been ordered to leave. It was the fastest hospital ship and 
it was in Taranto. If she had left Messina or Augusta he could have reached the area a couple of 
hours earlier. 

The point reported by the British Fleet was right and the Gradisca reached it with great 
approximation; the slight deviation towards the North-East had brought her even closer to the 
point where the rafts, pushed by the wind, had been dissociated and dispersed in the second 
night. 
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In fact, she immediately found scrap and naphtha stains; probably she would have tracked most 
of the rafts on the first day if it had not been diverted to the South by the radio messages of 
Supermarina that reported sightings at different points where she found no trace of shipwrecks or 
empty rafts. 

Even the indications given by the recovered castaways did not at all guide the area of the 
most fruitful research. 

A real advantage would have been achieved only through the collaboration of the pre- 
announced airplanes, but in vain. The planes that flew over the area were directed towards other 
objectives: they did not see anything or did not give information to the Gradisca. Rescue aircraft 
missed the conference, perhaps for the same reasons that had prevented the aircraft assistance in 
the fight of Caudo. 

The seventeenth mission of Gradisca was certainly one of the most important rescue 
operations during the last conflict due to the technical difficulties faced and the number of 
recovered survivors. 

Also from the organizational point of view were useful elements for a more rational 
allocation of emergency vehicles and from the point of view of pathophysiology highlighted 
underdeveloped syndromes, some still not fully explained, as the cases of subcutaneous 
emphysema of the castaways. 

The greatest interest of these rescue operations lies in the fact that a naval fleet of the 
winners and a large ship hospital of the losers operated subsequently, associated by a common 
ideal of mutual commitment to the victims, in a feeling of common solidarity that ended that 
clash with a great spiritual victory; perhaps the greatest victory of such a calamitous war. 


April 1941 


The revenge in Libya while the sea is preparing the defeat - The destruction of the “Tarigo” convoy - The 
“Arno” to the shallows of Kerkennah for the rescue of the survivors. 


The Italian-German offensive in Libya obtains lightning hits: the 4" Benghazi was 
recaptured; Bardia is reconquered on the 13"; all of Cyrenaica up to Sollum on 14". Egypt is 
again threatened. 

In the Balkans on the 6" starts the German campaign; Italy increases 
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the pressure on Greece and opens hostilities against Yugoslavia by occupying Albania and 
Epirus 

Within the month the German occupation of the Aegean islands is completed, prepared 
by violent bombings of Piraeus that remains encumbered with wrecks. A steamer full of fuels 
and bombs explodes in the port. 

The British fleet of the Mediterranean is used with extreme energy to hinder the landing 
of the Germans and protect the evacuation of Greece. On the 24" the commencement of the 
English troops begins towards Suda. Despite the repeated German bombings that also sink two 
Greek hospital ships, the Yacht Hellas and about twenty steamers, 50,000 Englishmen are 
brought to Crete in 5 nights; then communications with Greece are cut, but following further and 
repeated efforts, Crete is occupied by the Germans also. 

Egypt is also threatened from the Levant. 

This is the most critical moment for England and could have disastrous consequences. 
But Germany begins the war against Russia and the British armed forces resume great activity in 
the central Mediterranean with the immediate aim of cutting off the communications of the Axis 
with Libya. 

On the night of the 15" a large convoy escorted by the destroyers Tarigo, Baleno and 
Lampo is attacked by surprise and destroyed. The Tarigo and the Baleno are sunk; the Lampo is 
aground on the shallows of Kerkennah. 

On the 21“ east of Lampedusa the auxiliary cruiser Egeo sank at night with a precise 
shot. On the 21", the English Fleet of Alexandria bombards Tripoli, destroying a fuel-laden 
steamer and damaging the T. Parienope, 

The difficulties of traffic to Libya become almost insurmountable while the needs for the 
offensive that takes place 1000 km away are becoming urgent. 

Just then the CAT must move from Sicily to Greece and Malta can regain its efficiency. 

The Arno performs three missions to Benghazi. It is the only hospital ship assigned to 
that sector, assisted in local transfers by rescue ships Orlando and Epomeo. 

The Gradisca, returned from the mission to C. Matapan, completes 4 missions to 
Albania; the Aquileia accomplishes 3, the Sicilia 5, going and coming non-stop from the 16™ to 
the 25". Almost 8500 sick people were 
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transported during the month from the Balkan front. Many wounded from hospitals in Berat, 
Elbassan, Tirana and Durazzo; also many frostbitten ones, to which are added malaria, 
dysentery, nephritics and convalescents of enteric fevers, of pleurisy and of rheumatic affections. 
The Arno and the Orlando are sent to rescue the survivors of the Tarigo convoy, 
The rescue ships Sicilia and the Meta and San Giusto are being set up. 


From the report of the XI mission of the “Arno”. 


The Arno has resumed its share in the operations of the central Mediterranean by 
shuttling between Naples and Tripoli or Benghazi, through the Sicilian Channel. Cut the routes 
of the convoys between Gibraltar or Alexandria to supply Malta; follows the routes of the 
convoys that from Italy try to supply the army engaged in the second advance. 

On the night of the 15°24 large convoy of German steamers, escorted by the destroyers 
Tarigo, Baleno and Lampo, was attacked by a naval Disivion that left Malta. All the steamers 
were destroyed; of the escorting destroyers the Tarigo and the Baleno were sunk, the Lampo 
aground on the shallows of Kerkennah; rafts, rescue boats and shipwrecked Italian and German 
adrift, dispersed off the rough sea and the wind that drives them to the Northeast. 

The following morning, the Arno and the Orlando are ordered to reach the area. The 
Orlando starts from Tripoli, the Arno from Messina. “Start immediately and take to the area 
between the buoys 4 and 5 of Kerkennah." This is the order of operations. 

The Arno starts at 17:30 putting immediately at full speed; navigation is hindered by a 
heavy sea and a strong wind in the bow but the Arno makes 15 miles. The following morning, 
after the midday point, he can make an exact calculation and inform Marilibia that he will arrive 
before 19:00 in the indicated area. 

At that time the Orlando has already collected many castaways and is preparing to return 
to land them in Tripoli. He picked up the message from the Arno and asked him for his position. 

The Arno responds by specifying the point and confirming its speed of 15 miles despite 
the adverse weather. Orlando tells him that she is heading for Tripoli. 
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It would be useful for the Arno to know some details about the position of the castaways 
and the area to be explored. At 17:35 she asked the Orlando for information to regulate and 
prepare for the rescue, but Orlando can not communicate other details in clear and responds 
advising to make landfall at the buoy 5 of Kerkennah bank; from there carry out further 
explorations on the radials with motorboats. In fact the Arno, with its draft, could not have 
freedom of maneuver for the scarce depths and for the presence of mined areas. 

The shallows of Kerkennah form an extensive plateau of shallow waters in the Piccola 
Sirte for 50 miles in front of the coast, outcropping for long stretches with dense marine 
vegetation yellowed by the sun, which makes it seem like islands of sand from afar; the bottom is 
covered with dense prairies that in the summer months form inextricable and resistant plots in 
the calcareous sand, rich in sponges, of crustaceans; famous fishing areas. Now the boats of the 
fishermen have disappeared and the deserted sea does not allow us to see that the series of buoys 
and media and some wreck of sunken hulls. Even the Lampo sits immobilized on the bank, and 
remains there with her crew killed. 

At 18:00 the Arno meets the first wreckage on the sea; a few minutes later he sighted a 
boat almost completely submerged, with a castaway. 

It is already in the area and stops the engines. A launch is sent into the sea and sent to the 
castaway; other boats are launched: a motorboat and a lance equipped with a radio are started in 
a South-East direction; another 4 rowing boats are sent to cooperate. 

About 3 miles from the ship a German plane launches a message with an invitation to 
follow him: he sighted the shipwrecked and the motorboat heads towards the indicated point, 
followed slowly by the Arno. 

It is evening; the search light turns on like a moving beacon. The survivors can not give 
information on the position of other boats or rafts; the wind and the sea must have dispersed 
them in the night while the burnt steamers sank. They did not see any enemy ships; the rafts were 
overturned and many shipwrecked people disappeared ... 

At 21:15 the Arno is reached by two minesweepers; they have collected 80 bodies in the 
sea and asked to be transshipped to the hospital ship. Eighty bodies! As if the Arno was a 
cemetery. But those 
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poor bodies can not remain on minesweepers; they collected them at sea with great effort; they 
had begun to see them in the afternoon, between one wave and the next, like glittering sacks of 
water and had begun to gather, and without foreseeing that they were many; but the more they 
gathered and the more they saw, If at least they could sink them, they would have picked up the 
recognition plates and abandoned them, but they had not dared and they were so many! After 
recovering the first, they had found it right not to abandon the others like that. They were all 
German soldiers, drowned dead, frozen by the cold of the water, injured ... 

- It will be necessary to proceed with the recognition. You will have to take documents, 
valuables, everything that can be a good memory for families; inventory everything. 

- It will then be necessary to sink them following the prescribed ceremonial. 

- Everything will be done on the minesweeper - said the Director — The Chaplain, two 
officers, two teams of nurses and sailors: to prepare. Meanwhile, we are asking for instructions 
from Marilibia. 

Marilibia responds at 22:00: "Sinking the bodies after having them as far as possible 
recognized, minesweepers remain to assist in the search for shipwrecked". 

A white rocket rises in the darkness of the horizon for 150°. 

A motor launch, followed by minesweepers, directs immediately for 150°. They 
disappear in the dark; for two hours, nothing more is known. At midnight the motorboat returns 
bringing on board 9 sailors of the DD. Baleno and a German soldier. They found them 8 miles 
from the hospital ship on two rafts. 

The Arno gives drops anchor and passes the night to the anchor; the sounder reports 20 
meters. Throughout the night continue the patrols of the motor launch. From the Arno the 
floodlight illumine the sea ahead and following the boats as far as the light can reach. The Arno 
has turned into a traveling lighthouse. The power of the projector is not great, but the boats are 
also proceeding beyond its radius. The night passes in vain searches pushed at a great distance in 
complete darkness. With painful efforts against the wind that pushes them out to sea, the boats 
return to stock up on fuel, to change the rowing crews. 

At dawn of the 18" two teams of nurses and sailors with two officers and the chaplain of 
the Arno pass on the minesweepers. A painful service awaits them and they fulfill it with 
respectful and scrupulous 
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fraternity. The bodies come one by one examined and listed in a register. From each the 
documents are removed, jewels, watches, values and every object of particular interest: letters, 
images, photographs of old, of women, of children, who wake up moved thoughts for loved ones 
far away. Everyone thinks of those dead and confronts them; those family portraits of relatives, 
wives, of children, of dear distant people; piety for the victims gathered turns into a feeling of 
selfish piety, tenderness for their loved ones who might one day cry in revising a ring, a medal, a 
photograph deteriorated by the sea or by fire. 

The bodies are aligned and recomposed on the decks of the minesweeper: already 
identified and stripped. Their personalities, their names are nothing but closed and sealed 
documents; there are only poor bodies to decompose under the sun, softening the wind that 
passes over the sea. A stone removed from the ballast of the Arno is fixed to every body so that it 
can immediately go to the bottom. 

At 08:00 the bodies are lined up for the dive; a brief religious ceremony in military style 
leaves amemory moved in the crews. 

- Fuel is almost exhausted. 

The news spread as soon as the searches were resumed. The motor launches have 
devoured almost all the fuel supply in their nocturnal explorations. It is necessary to ask 
Marilibia; that you send it immediately by air. 

It will be an unpleasant news for Marilibia that anxiously awaits fuels for the vehicles, 
but there is no other way to solve the critical situation of the rescue vehicles. 

Marilibia responds after half an hour ordering to reach the buoy No. 4 and to explore 
towards the buoys N. 3 and N. 5. 

The Arno sails and heads towards the buoy 4 followed by the procession of minesweepers 
that are sent to explore the areas indicated. Other castaways are collected in the morning. 

At 14:00 a C.R.I. comes to alight near the Arno. Bring the required fuel for the motor 
launches and then departs. 

A series of radio dispatches reaches Arno in the afternoon. A minesweeper communicates 
that he has saved other survivors; they have been on the raft for 50 hours, two already in 
desperate conditions. 

An unknown radio station sends to the Arno an encryption of 
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22 groups qualifying W.T.B.N.; perhaps he does not know that a hospital ship does not have a 
cipher. Maybe it's an insidious message. 

Supermarina orders to go to 75 miles to 333° from Tripoli where there are other 
surVIVOTS. 

A German plane signals the position of other rafts. Marilibia announces that a steamer 
with numerous shipwrecks waits at buoy No. 4 to transship them on the Arno. 

Supermarina orders to stay in place until the following morning if it is not possible to 
transfer shipwrecked at night. 

The Arno is tireless; weighs anchor; it goes and returns; sends the motor launch and the 
minesweeper where necessary; she tries to remedy everything, in spite of the tiredness of the 
crew that from the arrival in the zone she knows no rest, of the officers who do not leave the 
bridge or are permanently in operating rooms and in medication. She waits for the minesweepers 
with the recovered survivors; reaches the rafts signaled by the German aircraft containing only 
corpses; instructs the minesweepers to recognize them and sink them; she went to meet with the 
steamer Antonieita Lauro, who transported 240 survivors, almost all German soldiers. Finally he 
can direct for the point marked by Supermarina; 75 miles to 333° from Tripoli. She arrives at 
night, at 01:30, and immediately starts the search with the projector on. It tightens the search 
routes; in the night she weaved a plot so thick on that sea, that no castaway, even if isolated, 
could escape. There is no one anymore. 

At 12:00 a radio message from Supermarina orders to reach Tripoli, disembark the 
survivors and continue for Benghazi. 

The Arno should get to Tripoli in the night and in those nights Tripoli is beaten by bombs 
of exceptional violence. 

In fact Marilibia orders to postpone the departure so as to enter the 07:00 of the 20". 

The fortunes of the Arno begin to stretch a treacherous net; the night passes quiet and the 
following morning the Arno arrives just as a powerful attack rages on the port. 
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May 1941 


The Mediterranean almost completely dominated by the British forces - Heroic efforts of the Italian 
Navy - The "Orlando" sinks on mines at Tripoli — The ”Gradisca” immobilized by a flaw in Piraeus - The 
“San Giusto” lost in navigation - The “Arno” and “Sicilia” to rescue shipwrecked men. 


After the transfer of the CAT from Sicily to Greece, Malta can be supplied efficiently and 
the traffic to Libya suffers a meltdown. The British scouts sight almost all the convoys also in the 
Tyrrhenian Sea and the ships parked in the ports is continually exposed to air strikes. While the 
waters of the Aegean become a theater of bitter struggle, in which subtle Italian units participate, 
among which the TB Lupo and Sagittario are known for their legendary behavior, the difficulties 
of the traffic with Libya are increasing. The Navy must severely save its units and employ light 
ships for escorts. Sometimes it is necessary to start isolated steamers to satisfy urgent requests. 
The routes to the west of Malta are threatened by minefields and you must look again for a 
passage through the narrow route that remained accessible to the east of the island. Many 
steamships, also some of them of great tonnage and of high class, are lost, like the Conte Rosso 
and the Marco Polo. 

Hospital ships are heavily engaged. The Arno, the Sicilia and the small rescue boats go 
and come continuously with destinations in Tripoli and Benghazi and with orders of urgent 
operations for the search of the shipwrecked. At the end of the month the Sicilia is again 
destined for missions to Albania. 

In Libya, health conditions deteriorate due to the spread of dysenteric diseases and 
typhoid fever, but Albania still requires incessant traffic, due to the extension of services to 
Greece occupied by the Germans and to the islands of the Aegean. 

The hospitals of Tirana, Berat, Scutari, Elbassan, Librosk and Risok are abounding with 
patients and wounded from the Greek-Albanian and Yugoslavian fronts. Besides the injured, 
already treated in hospitals, continue to have frostbite, amputated or disabled, numerous 
dysentery, malaria, nephritics, convalescents of enteric fevers, pleural and pulmonary affections. 

Hospital ships come and go fully loaded. The California 
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performs 4 missions, the Aquileia 6, the Gradisca 3, the S. Giusto 1, carrying up to 880 infirm per 
trip. 

During the last mission to Piraeus the Gradisca, for a leak that immobilizes her on the 
bottom, she remains among the wrecks and debris of sunken steamers. Only in July will she be 
able to repatriate and report the story of his misadventures, and only in October will she be able 
to resume his missions. 

The Orlando and San Giusto sank by explosions of mines, the first in the vicinity of 
Tripoli, the second in navigation. From Marilibia Tripoli to Supermarina Rome on 3 May 1943: 
“Hospital ship Orlando h. 18 has hit our Ras Inscir outer harbor barrier and sunk’. 

The rescue vessel Orlando had started its service in early January, leaving Tripoli and 
Benghazi for brief rescue missions and for transfer of some injured and sick along the coastal 
routes between Benghazi and Tripoli, Zuara, Zuetina, Apollonia. 

In early May she was in Tripoli and in anticipation of night air attacks it was ordered to 
leave the port to be ready to sail in the event of an incursion and return to order if necessary. On 
the evening of the 3", she had gone out into the open air and had moved to the east of the wreck 
of the Tevere to find a place to anchor not far from the port and in a safer area. Passed the Tevere 
by a few hundred meters, he encountered a mine, and quickly sank overturning on the starboard. 
From Tripoli they were immediately sent on the spot boats and a tugboat for the recovery of the 
survivors, of whom 31 were hospitalized because they were injured. 7 crew members and an 
officer were missing. 

Determined the position of the sunken hull, several hypotheses were formulated; either 
the ship had exploded on a mine of one of our barrages moved by action of the sea and currents, 
or had exploded on a mine laid by the enemy. However, it appeared that the area had been 
traveled by a magnetic minesweeper. 

The hull of the Orlando remained abandoned on the bottom, not far from that of the 
Tevere. 

A few days after the sinking of the Orlando, the San Giusto who was in Bari, was 
ordered to reach Tripoli. 

The San Giusto had been equipped in Trieste and at the end of 1940 
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she had been destined for Tobruk. While she was replenished in Brindisi, after having 
rescheduled her departure due to bad weather, she had been stopped and destined to the local 
assistance services for wounded airmen: but his activity had always remained very limited and 
only at the end of December had she been committed to a mission to transfer 81 sick and injured 
from Valona to Bari. 

On 6 May she was ordered to move to Tripoli for coastal rescue services. She left on the 
13" from Brindisi after the replacement of the medical captain who was temporarily 
disembarking for serious family reasons; that landing took him away from a mortal danger. 

The ship therefore departed with obligatory routes to the east of Sicily and no less than 70 
miles from Malta. The 15"" was expected in Tripoli according to the latest forecast, but it did not 
come that a motor-launch with the Chief Engineer and some sailor who gave news of the sinking 
of San Giusio the same morning about 15 miles from Tripoli, for explosion of a mine against the 
left side. 

The position determined by a plane sent immediately to the point indicated in search of 
survivors possibly left in the area, was 12 miles for 40° from the lighthouse of Tripoli. This point 
was almost equidistant from two mined barrages; therefore it was believed that the ship was sunk 
by a collision against a drifting mine. 

16 people were missing, including the commander, the medical captain and three other 
officers. The only officer who had been saved was the Chief Engineer who slept in his dressing 
room at the time of the accident. 


From the report of the Chief Engineer of N.O. “San Giusto ”. 


During the night from 14" to 15" the ship followed the prescribed route and sailed at 
normal speed in good weather, rough sea and wind from the west. At 20:00 on the 14" he had 
encountered a mine adrift on the starboard, a mine that had been sunk by rifle fire. At the alarm, 
the commander was on the bridge, the medical captain was in the bar, the second officer slept in 
the cabin on the bridge, the engineer officer in charge had been seen moving towards the pantry; 
the Chief Engineer had handed him the guard at 04:00 and was in his quarters to sleep. 
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At 05:55 a very violent explosion cut off two parts of the ship lifting a column of water 
and a mass of debris that fell into the sea immediately sinking. The San Giusto reduced to a 
mutilated trunk of the front third, including the bridge, continued to float and proceed with its 
engines in action. 

The 1“ boatswain who was at the stern at the time of the explosion saw the ship truncated 
aft of the bridge and noticed that the explosion had occurred against the left side at the bridge. 

Nobody saw the bridge detach from the hull; only a rain of debris was seen falling back 
into the sea and the bow disappearing submerged. The huge gash was affecting all the floors of 
the ship and all the people on the bridge and in the rooms below had disappeared. 

At that moment the Chief Engineer was awakened by a dull roar and a violent shift. He 
noticed the sudden heeling on the left side that lasted only a few seconds. While trying to get up 
he was hit by a mass of water that threw him to the opposite side and violently closed the cabin 
door. He found himself in the dark and could not have light, but he realized that the engines were 
running regularly. He tried to get out, but the door resisted; he brandished a chair, broke down 
the lower panel, and carried himself to the deck. Then he realized he was completely naked. He 
immediately met the wounded 1* boatswain who ran towards the stern. Believing that an 
accident had happened in the engines, he tried to open the door to the engine room but could not. 
Looking around he saw that people were throwing themselves into the sea. He still did not know 
that the ship was mutilated from the front and mounted on the parapet of the side to see what was 
happening on the promenade deck. At that moment he was violently bumped and fell into the 
sea. 

When he returned to the surface he found himself between scrap and naphtha at about 
10m. from the ship that continued slowly in its run and clung to a wreck. He saw at a distance the 
bright buoys of lifebuoys and men in the sea swimming, a vessel that collected the shipwrecked 
and another that directed towards him and approached. The San Giusto continued to move away; 
the bow had completely disappeared with the foremast, the bridge and the rooms below; the first 
left-hand lance hung from the completely disassembled graves. 
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He was collected in the boat that had approached the wreck and seeing a motor-driven 
vehicle near the now almost stopped ship, it was brought closer. The four sailors who were on 
board had not started the engine and were looking out for a lot of precautions; they said they had 
seen landmines at 1 m. deep and within a short distance from each other. 

The Chief Engineer drove his motorboat and sent the oar back to the rescue of the others 
who were still at sea. Then he started the engine and took himself alongside of the San Giusto 
which, although strongly established, showed no signs of sinking. He got on board and made an 
inspection of the accessible premises, but found no one. The local wardroom was cluttered with 
scrap; the bar opened up and reduced to an indescribable confusion of twisted metal sheets. He 
got out on the main deck, demolished more another part of the door of his cabin, and took some 
clothes to cover himself. He also penetrated other lodgings without finding anyone; everywhere, 
all the glass and porcelain objects were shattered and the furniture moved. Back on deck, he 
threw a barrel of gas into the sea to refuel the motor-launch; he looked at the engine room and 
saw that the water already reached the floor. He visited other desolate and devastated places. 
then he decided to return to the motorboat and with the two towed launches he took about 500 
meters from San Giusto; there he made the headcount. 16 people including 5 officers were 
missing. 

Meanwhile, the ship was tilting faster and faster. When the water reached the base of the 
smokestack on the promenade deck, it had a strong swing towards the bow, then moved upright 
with the stern at the top; she stayed like that for a few minutes and at 07:00 she quickly sank 
greeted by all the survivors. 

After a brief recollection the Chief Engineer gave the order of departure and with the two 
launches in tow steered in the direction held by the ship. After about an hour of navigation he 
could see the top of a hill through the mist. After two hours a breakdown forces the motor- 
launch to stop for a brief repair; then the Chief Engineer, seeing that it was not prudent to force 
the engine with the tows, left them to proceed in search of relief. Meet two fishing boats, invited 
them to take the two boats in tow. 

Meanwhile they had come in sight of Tripoli and at 12:00 the motor-launch entered the 
port. 
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Among the survivors there were 7 wounded who were sent to the hospital. 
From the reports on the XV mission of the “Arno" and from the VIII mission of the "Sicilia". 


The Arno started from Benghazi on the 21°. She had embarked 386 injured and sick 
people to disembark in Naples and is on the route to the Strait of Messina. 

Navigation is hampered by strong wind and rough seas on the bow. Abrupt movements of 
pitching and rolling shake the ship and make the patients suffer. 

There is no hope for a more pleasant navigation after the Strait. That wind and that sea 
will bother them as far as Naples. 

On the 24" the wind definitely goes north and increases in violence. 

Those who are on guard duty are already withdrawn in the lodgings and dormitories. 

At 22:10 Coltano Radio calls the Arno: 

“From Marina Messina to hospital ship Arno. Direct to point 10 miles now for 85° 
relative from Cape Murro di Porco”. 

The Arno has already passed the 37° parallel, reverses the route to reach the point 
indicated by putting itself at maximum speed, but in giving this assurance points out the pitiful 
condition of the wounded and sick: 

“From N.O. Arno to Marina Messina 23:10 hours. I immediately direct point indicated 
for shipwrecked searches. I have on board numerous serious injuries already suffering strongly 
for sea conditions. Arno”. 

At 03:00 she is on the indicated point and transmits to Supermarina: 

“T am on the indicated point, I started search for shipwrecked I will remain until daylight 
if necessary”. 

Turn on the projector and start the slow motion searches, with the boats ready. The sea is 
still very rough and invests the ship from bow, from starboard, from left, from stern, on the 
juxtaposes on the search routes, making them experiment all the possible varieties of pitching 
and roll and combinations that aggravate the state of the suffering for all night long. Special 
guards must be used in the surgical departments to monitor those immobilized due to fractures. 

At dawn the wind and the sea calmed down a little. 
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At the first light, as soon as the horizon is clear, boats, rafts and wrecks can be seen. 

The Arno directs full force towards the boats, but every hope is soon disappointed. 

The sea has taken away all the shipwrecked: empty rafts, submerged and upwind boats, 
wreckage and patches of naphtha, to imagine the tragic events of that night and the ephemeral 
resistance of the shipwrecked among the overwhelming waves, under the cold and stubborn 
wind. 

The hope that someone has been able to endure such violence does not seem justified, but 
the Arno continues its search. 

In the operating room we worked all night. Despite the roll, the pitching and the 
continuous variation of the movements of the hull, which made everything difficult and tiring, 
we proceeded to urgent surgical procedures: a wounded chest presented threatening phenomena 
of pressure on the heart for a hemorrhagic effusion in the pleura; an amputee of the right foot 
was in danger for the gangrene that extended to the whole leg. 

In the departments, the sea has reduced the environment to complaints and continuous 
and laborious assistance was required. 

- Of rafts; two rafts with castaways! 

A lookout from the crow's-nest shouted the unexpected news twice. 

They are hardly distinguished. They appear and disappear in waves; they are seen for a 
moment and then remain hidden for a long time. Everyone wonders how they could withstand 
that sea and how they could stay close. 

The Arno maneuvers to bring them closer together; it gets windward and lowers three 
motorboats making them head towards the numerous floats that are almost all abandoned. 

An airplane flies over the whole area; with repeated explorations it signals the other rafts 
with shipwrecked: 4 rafts and a launch that is completely submerged. 

Approach maneuvers and motor- launch operations are very laborious; the floats with the 
shipwrecked are very distant, but the momentum and seafaring capacity of the personnel surpass 
all the most severe difficulties. 60 shipwrecks including 5 officers are recovered and brought on 
board. Their clothes are soaked with naphtha that irritates the skin and causes intense burning; 
the subjunctive 
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congestion, the inflamed airways. The naphtha which spread over the sea has reduced them to 
that state; the cold of the water and the wind have almost made them frostbitten. 

Other ships have arrived in the area: fishing boats that come to cooperate, sent from 
Augusta. 

The Arno asks them if they have collected other shipwrecked people. The Torpedo boat 
Perseo approaches bringing two bodies for recognition. The searches are continued in the area 
of the wrecks and among the patches of naphtha other bodies are recovered; the motor-launch 
takes them in tow, in pairs, in clusters and take them to the trawlers to be examined. 

But it is still early for the bodies. These are the first that come to surface after being 
submerged during the night. Tomorrow maybe, where the current will have brought them will 
emerge with the back and they will form a bank of wandering bodies, carried around like a 
school of jellyfish cradled by the waves. 

The 60 survivors rescued by the Arno were from the steamer Conte Rosso, torpedoed and 
sunk with full load of soldiers. 

On the same day the hospital ship Sicilia had been sent to that area of shipwreck. 

As she left the Strait of Messina, at 13:00 on the 25" the traffic of S. Ranieri had 
transmitted the signal, with the order to stay in the area until sunset, but when she was about to 
reach the indicated point, another message ordered her to go in search of two launches on point 
36° 14'N - 15° 35'E, taking into account the direction of the sea and the wind. 

At midnight she was at the point and the exploration began in the light of the projector. 
Almost immediately sighted an upside-down launch with 7 shipwrecked persons clinging to the 
keel. Continuing the searches during the night did not spot other floats. 

At the first light of the morning she met a raft with a castaway, after two hours of further 
exploration he spotted another with another isolated castaway, near the upside-down boat 
encountered during the night. Those two rafts had been together and the two shipwrecked they 
recognized in their accounts rather than in their characteristics. The two rafts had found 
themselves so close that for some time the two shipwrecked men had wished to share the same 
fate and had tied the two rafts together not to separate, but after a few hours the agreement had 
ceased and 


USMM 20 The White Fleet 


Page 126 


everyone had obeyed his own conviction and confidence; the rafts had soon separated. Then each 
of them had repented; at nightfall they continued to call each other, wishing themselves good 
luck and luck had equally assisted them. 

At 11:00 the Sicilia followed a seaplane from C.R.I. that had appeared in the sky and was 
looking for other shipwrecked; shortly afterwards, a drifting boat was reported. Being reached it 
was inspected. It carried the indication Marco Polo N. 10 and contained clothing, a carbine and 
the corpse of a sailor of the Marco Polo with his skull smashed. Nothing else was found. 

Mist and fog enveloped Sicilia and forced it to a slow and vigilant navigation to return to 
Augusta with the 9 survivors of the Marco Polo. 

The story of the two survivors who had separated and then found themselves had deeply 
interested the crew of the Sicilia, but another mysterious and romantic story was rebuilt and 
discussed with passionate fantasies: 

What had happened in launch N. 10 of the Marco Polo? 


June 1941 


English offensive on Sollum front and exacerbation of the war of attrition in the Mediterranean - Epidemic 
outbreaks of malaria and infectious diseases - Great activity of hospital ships in all sectors - ''Toscana", 
"Virgilio" and ''Laurana" start their missions — The “Gradisca” in Piraeus, in Thessaloniki and, in Cape 
Kara. 


The war in the Mediterranean reaches the most critical and decisive phase. At the 
beginning of June, Crete, evacuated by British troops, was occupied entirely by the Germans, but 
the conquest required enormous use of air forces and cost serious losses. As an immediate 
consequence, Syria is occupied by the British armed forces and Italy suffers the war of attrition 
with serious and progressive losses of maritime means. In mid-June on the Sollum front a great 
British offensive begins that makes the needs of traffic even more urgent. 

Malta has already regained control of the Sicily Channel; transport is forced to lengthen 
the routes trying to go beyond the range of the torpedo aircraft. Large losses occur 
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in tonnage and materials. Almost half of the light ship must be used in escort. 

Epidemics of hepatitis and dysenteric enterocolitis occurred in Libya. In Albania malaria 
presents a threatening seasonal recovery for the cancellation of remediation and prophylactic 
measures among the civilian population. There are many wounded who must be evacuated from 
the Cyrenaic front and from Albania, among them many Germans and prisoners of war. 

After the sinking of the Tevere and the Po, two other large hospital ships are prepared, 
and put into service, the Toscana that performs a mission to Libya and one to Albania and the 
Virgilio that performs a mission to Valona. 

Most hospital traffic is required by Albania and Greece; 6 hospital ships shuttle between 
Bari and Valona or Durres: California, Sicilia, Toscana and Virgilio, each with a mission, the 
Aquileia with 5 missions, Sicilia with 4; Gradisca, which left at the end of May for Greece, 
remained immobilized on the harbor of Piraeus due to a large flaw produced by the collision 
against a shipwreck sunk in the port of Megas. 

A new convergence of hospital ships is pointing towards Libya due to the large number 
of wounded to be evacuated and for the spread of bacillary dysentery and epidemic hepatitis. The 
Arno performs 3 missions, the Toscana |. The rescue ships Epomeo and Meta collaborate with 
the coastal services and rescue missions. 

Overall, 16 missions were ordered in June, not counting the exits and transfers of small 
rescue boats. The most important adventures are the Gradisca. 


From the diary of the N.O. “Gradisca” (May-June 1941). 


The XXV mission of Gradisca had begun with an order of operations on May 25: 
departure for Piraeus and Thessaloniki; repatriation and transfers of injured and sick Italian and 
German, after the bitter fighting for the occupation of Greece. 

The Gradisca is the largest of the hospital ships; a venerable lady of the seas, launched in 
1913 by a labyrinth of ship yards obliquely set on the bank of the Clyde between the reddish 
mists and smog that hide the city of Glasgow. She had aged without serious accidents or perilous 
incidents. In the XXV mission it risks losing itself in the port of Piraeus for a trivial accident. 
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After a regular navigation of 48 hours she is already in sight of the port, when she comes 
to meet a MAS who brings her the instructions to continue navigating through the mine banks, 
following a dredged route and constantly monitored: a safety route. 

At the mouth of the port is a boat that brings the pilot and a naval officer. The entry is not 
easy due to the presence of numerous wrecks: sunken ships; a graveyard of ships that the crew 
maneuvered to locate. The submerged hulls are indicated by buoys or by the masts that emerge 
up to the crosstrees. 

To go to moorings in the assigned point, the Gradisca must pass between two of those 
buoys that mark the limits of two wrecks: recently sunken steamers. The maneuver is made 
difficult by the length of the ship and its draft. 

It is 18:28 of 27 May when the ship passes slowly between the two wrecks. A bump on 
the left side she stops abruptly. It is as if at that point the hull had found a strong fulcrum on 
which it rotates by pulling down the bow on the starboard and the stern on the left. In silence, all 
look anxiously following the movement of the ship: the center of that sudden turn is in 
correspondence of the hold 2. A carpenter is sent immediately to probe the room: in a few 
minutes the water has reached the level of three and a half meters. It is a critical moment; the 
ship is about to sink between the two wrecks; but the engines are in motion; it is possible to 
reach the head of the pier where the lower seabed allows a more favorable arrangement. Already 
the ship rests on the bottom while the water quickly invades other premises. 

It was done just in time to avoid an immediate disaster, but immobilized so, in that port 
subjected to continuous bombardments, the Gradisca is in grave danger. 

At 21:00 the water has already invaded the machinery and boiler rooms; the ovens are 
off, while the ship tilts to the starboard with disturbing speed, reaching a heel of 9°. We continue 
to look for damage: the water reaches levels of 5 meters in the hold 1, 3 meters in the hold 3 a 
meter and a half in the shaft tunnel. A diver immersed in exploring the hull from the outside 
denounces a strong deformation of the sheets for about 3 meters; 12 meters below the bridge 
there is a hole that needs to be filled as soon as possible. A second diver is immersed to perform 
a temporary obstruction by means of 
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wooden wedges and plug. In these operations the whole day of 28" is spent. The condition of the 
ship seems to be stabilized; it is now necessary to proceed with the arrangement of pumps 
capable of starting the emptying of the flooded rooms. 

All men not required for rescue operations are disembarked and provisionally 
accommodated in the premises of the port health station; the Red Cross nurses are sent to Athens 
to be hosted in a hotel. We work relentlessly to clear the flooded premises and to save the 
sanitary material. The Treasurer Officer strives in all ways; he is responsible for all the 
equipment supplied. He is the one that must protect himself by demanding requests and printed 
matter before delivering a syringe or a measure of gauze: judicial accounting, revenue, are the 
terms by which it defends its responsibility and its intransigence in the face of every request; and 
now he has to attend an urgent, uncontrollable evacuation; must trust everyone in order to 
remove from the water and the deterioration of materials, instruments, medicines of great value. 

After examining the situation, the assistance of a local company is requested and finally 
the pumps are installed. The whole night of the 29" is working to start the pumping on the 
morning of the 30". 

The water has already invaded the rooms and the ice cells of the galley, the refrigerant of 
the air conditioner and the room of the last dynamo; electric lighting is abolished. 

While the preparations are underway, at 07:39 a very strong explosion shakes the whole 
ship and shatters the windows of the promenade and the wardroom. In the port a dense cloud of 
yellowish and black smoke rose upwards, creating fantastic figures in the sky. A Bulgarian 
steamer, loaded with ammunition, ignited and shattered. 

Despite its unenviable situation, Gradisca does not intend to remain an inactive spectator 
of such a disaster. A rescue expedition is being prepared with doctors, nurses and medication. At 
08:12 another strong detonation is heard in the port: it is a second steamer full of ammunition 
that burns with a series of explosions until 17:00 when, reduced to the red-hot skeleton, sinks in 
a whirlwind of steam. At 13:00 there are 12 shipwrecked sailors of the motorized sailing vessel 
Albatros, which, being near the exploded steamers, has been literally shattered. 
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On the day of the 30" the plugging of the flaw is improved; but the ship is not yet 
stabilized; the skidding that had been reduced to 5° reached again 7°, so we decided to moderate 
the pumping, especially during the night, for prudence. 

Meanwhile, a German officer was sent to sound between the two wrecks that restricted 
the passage to the Gradisca and ascertains the presence of another wreck in a position almost 
equidistant from the two buoys. In fact, in the afternoon, a dredger raises other wreckage just in 
that point. 

By now nobody knows how many and where are the hulls sunk in that cemetery of ships. 

The situation on board is still disturbing; the water level decreases in hold 2, but reaches 
5 meters in the hold 1. 

The machinery and boiler rooms are still impractical and oil and candle lighting is 
insufficient. Even the refrigerator is invaded by sea water and the food must be landed. 

Finally the tugboat Ardenza joins the Gradisca; with the help of its pumps, the emptying 
of the machine room is accelerated and steam can be sent to the on-board pumps by means of its 
boilers. Life gradually resumes on the Gradisca. 

We continue to remove the material from flooded warehouses and we can save a lot of 
stuff that was inaccessible in the first place. 

Finally in the afternoon of the 31“ the hold 2 is almost completely drained and it is 
possible to examine from the inside the area where the leak was produced. The impact against 
the wreck has affected frame 12 and the gap extends for 4 frames. It is a long wavy cut, a wound 
that affects the sheets of the plating at full thickness. 

On the morning of 1 July the ship floats; a diver inspects her. The heel is corrected with a 
suitable set-up in the double bottoms, pouring water from the stern locker to the double machine 
bottoms. On the 2™ hold 2 is cleared to build a wooden box that includes the area of the leak and 
which must be filled with quick-setting cement mixed with gravel and sand. On the quay has 
been installed a generator that can provide 30 Kw for lighting. The return of light is hailed as a 
party. On the ground the whole port is lit by a great fire. 
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A large warehouse of goods and a cigarette factory are on fire. 

- Big party - they say on board the Gradisca - but it is better to get out of here as soon as 
possible. 

As soon as the sand ballast has been removed from hold 1, other curvatures, rivulets and 
disconnections are discovered for which the water infiltrates as from a second leak. The 
construction of a second concrete box is necessary. Only on July 8"" can the total reorganization 
begin. Finally the ship is free. 

She is seriously injured and will have to move with caution, but her injury is effectively 
protected and can go out into the open sea. 

On the afternoon of the 13" are embarked 161 injured and the following morning the 
Gradisca begins the maneuver to leave Piraeus with a Greek pilot on board and with the 
assistance of two tugboats. Go back and forth between the two buoys and the wrecks heading 
towards Salamina to get supplies and to embark another 129 wounded Germans; then the pilot 
lands and leaves for Thessaloniki; but his misadventures did not end this way. 

The sea is slightly rough, with breeze stretched from ENE; the speed is maintained at 10 
miles to avoid vibrations and stresses of the concrete caissons. The morning of the 7" is located 
near the Panomi light. She is met by a fishing boat from which a German pilot is transplanted 
and has to navigate the ship for a safety route traced by 20 buoys at a distance of 200 meters 
from each other. The last mark on the Gradisca chart by a German officer from the Piraeus 
Office is reached at 11:30 and, according to the instructions, is located at ¥2 mile for the detection 
of 290° from the bright buoy of Cape Kara. The ship is about to turn for 305° to move to the mile 
from Cape Kara, but the pilot claims to turn for 49°.Unfortunately the pilot is in error and insists 
in order to suspect a bank of mines or some wreck which is not marked on the chart. 

A few minutes later the rudder partially loses its effect. Fearing some damage, the ship 
slows down due to the appropriate checks, but the rudder machine runs regularly. Then there is 
the doubt that everything depends on shallow depth; but it is now too late. The compass marks 
R.v. 49° as the pilot wanted; the chronometer marks 11:44 when the Gradisca finds itself on a 
sand bank and remains immobilized at just over ¥2 mile by 122° from Cape Kara. She grounds 
sweetly due to her low speed and her own 
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luck has stopped on a movable depth, but fails to disengage. Again the Gradisca is in danger. 
Everything will depend on the state of the sea in the coming days. 

Meanwhile, we try to explain the incident. 

The point is made: the ship is exactly on the 122° detection by Capo Kara and on the 
190° detection by the luminous buoy. 

According to the English chart at that point a 12 fathoms should be found; but the 
English, the German and the more recent Greek maps show strong differences and from local 
information it appears that the river Vardar extends a sand bank in the North direction. There 
was also an error on the part of the Piraeus Port Authority Officer in reporting the position of the 
Kara buoy from the German to the English chart of the Gradisca, regardless of the difference in 
scale between the two charts. Information is immediately given of the incident to the Navy 
command of the Southeast and help is awaited to free the ship. 

In the afternoon the Greek tugboat Texarclie comes to assist. On board it is hoped that the 
tug will be able to pull the hull from the sandbank and make it free. 

After having lightened the ship with 547 tons of water from the double bottoms, the first 
attempt is made with the engines and with the help of the tug, but the operation is disturbed by 
the wind stretched from the North and the sea moved all night. The Gradisca does not move. 224 
tons of water is poured overboard from the double bottoms and the following day all the lifeboats 
are lowered; another 500 tons of water are transferred to improve stability. Two more tugboats 
have come from Salonica. Another attempt is made, but it is only possible to rotate the center of 
the vessel by 3° - 4°. Operations must be suspended pending another more powerful means. The 
TP Sirio comes announcing the soon arrival of the rescue steamship Herkules. 

Meanwhile, time runs out; on the night of the ise a strong wind from the North and a 
rough sea is set. It is still necessary to try; if the weather gets worse, the situation can be very 
serious. Another steamer arrived from Thessaloniki, the Avionia. With the help of this and all the 
tugboats, a new attempt is repeated after having sent a barge with an anchor set 70 meters away 
from the stern for 45°, but it is only possible to provoke the 4° - 5° juxtapositions to the right and 
to the left. The weather always gets worse and the operations come 
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again suspended. The steamer is Herkules anxiously awaited; there is no time to waste and this is 
the only means that can be counted on after many unsuccessful attempts. 

The Herkules is a specialized ship for rescues, equipped with powerful means, with crew 
composed of Greek sailors and divers who are very skilled in this kind of operations. 

The Herkules arrives at 12:40; moors alongside the Gradisca and preparations begin 
immediately. After a visit to the hull by two divers, the operations are certainly started. Simple 
means, but powerful and appropriately applied; rapid, decided, carefully prepared maneuvers. 
One has the premonition that the ship will soon be freed. 

On a barge there is installed a self-pump armed with 3 hoses; it must start operations 
removing the sand below the hull; the left anchor is carried towards the stern with 7 chain 
lengths; put into force by the winch to sail, will have to send the vessel back on the sandbank. 
Then the Herkules anchors from the aft, giving the Gradisca its tow cable. Another 80 tons of 
water are poured into the sea. 

At dawn on the 22" the divers begin to remove the sand under the hull, using the fire 
hose; at 11:30 the combined maneuver begins. The two engines of Gradisca are turned over, the 
two engines are operated backwards while the Herkules at 45° aft on the left puts the towed cable 
previously in tension. 

At the first attempt, the Gradisca starts its reverse and at 12:00 it is completely refloated. 
She takes in her anchors, raises her boats aboard and at 14:55 piloted by the TP. Sagittario, 
leaves for Thessaloniki. 

In Salonica the divers visit the hull again; they do not find other lesions than those 
reported at Piraeus, they verify the capacitor outlets of the propellers and the rudder. 

After having disembarked the wounded Germans, the Gradisca returns to Piraeus to 
refuel. Again, it follows the safety route between the buoys from the headlight of Capo Kara to 
that of C. Panoni. The 13" it appears that the remaining 7 have been removed without any 
information being given by the port authorities of Thessaloniki. 

After a brief stop in Rhodes, the ship returns to Bari with 294 infirm. With that modest 
budget, Gradisca concludes the XXV 
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mission, one of the riskiest of her curriculum, then leaves for Trieste, destined for a shift of work 
to repair her failures. 
A simple story, this adventure of Gradisca, and made of rather trivial episodes. 
Adventure that could make you lose among the wrecks of Piraeus or on the sands of Cape Kara. 
From the reports and the diary there are no anxieties, excitement, hopes and dreams. 
disappointments and the hard work of the crew who wanted it and saved it. 


July 1941 


Difficulties and losses at sea - In northern Africa, on the Sollum front is concentrated the British VIII Army — 
the “Virgilio” is bombed in Tripoli during its second mission - the “Eporneo” to the Kerkennah shoals for the 
dead, of the ''Lampo", 


The war of attrition with a strong wear of the merchant navy continues in the 
Mediterranean. Serious difficulties are revealed by the escort of the steamers in the Sicilian 
Channel. Aviation also suffered serious losses. 

On the front of Sollum preparations for the British offensive while the VIII Army is 
concentrated. 

On the 9" in Tripoli during an air strike, the Virgilio is hit by incendiary and disruptive 
bombs as it embarks the wounded, with serious damage, 4 people killed and several wounded. 

On the night of the 26" Italian assault vehicles penetrate the port of Valetta in Malta. 
flare-ups and explosions are produced; 4 officers including a medical captain, and 19 crewmen, 
are declared missing. In the previous 48 hours an escorted English convoy had been attacked by 
MAS and the aviation, which despite the effective reaction of the enemy managed to inflict 
losses and damages. 

Infectious diseases are increasing in Libya, especially enteric fevers, while the injured are 
decreasing. The Arno performs two missions, Virgilio completes one and then must reach the 
shipyards to repair the damage reported in Tripoli. The Gradisca is being repaired for damage 
reported at Piraeus, the Sicilia is completing its accommodations. 

In Albania, cases of malaria, dysentery, enteric fever and nephritis have increased. The 
Aquileia completes 3 missions, 
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the California performs as many; Toscana catries out two missions in Greece and the Aegean 
islands. 

Of the minor hospital ships the Laurana is in Zuara, the Epomeo is sent to the shoals of 
Kerkennah to give burial to the bodies of the DD. Lampo. 

Overall, 11 missions are ordered to hospital ships, in addition to those of small rescue 
ships. 


From the report on the II mission of N.O. “Virgilio”. 


After the first mission carried out in Albania, the Virgilio was in Syracuse on 7 July, when 
she had the order to leave for Tripoli the following day. 

On her second journey she finds calm sea and, after a good navigation at the speed of 
13.5 miles, arrives at the landing point at 07:45 on the 9". The pilot ship awaits her and leads her 
into the port. At 11:00 the maneuver position is over. The Virgilio is docked at the quay, almost 
at the head of the outer wharf, east side of the port of Tripoli. At 12:00 the boarding operations 
begin which end at 16:00. They were loaded on board 728 among wounded and sick of which 87 
are stretches; with 234 Germans. 

The boarding was brilliantly successful thanks to a perfect preparation of the acceptance 
and sorting operations; the ship would be ready to leave, but the commander is ashore; he went 
to the Navy Command for instructions on the route to follow; he is expected to give the starting 
order, and there is the alarm signal at 17:20. Immediately afterwards, British aircraft are sighted 
at an altitude of about 50 meters that they direct from SW towards NE; when they reach the port 
area, they drop numerous bombs. 

Strong shocks to the ship come together with the gloomy noise of explosions nearby and 
immediately on deck O (the bonnet fore of the funnel) a fire ignites which in a short time takes 
on vast proportions. 

Extinguishing operations begin immediately with the staff and means the on-board; after 
half an hour the firefighters arrive, cooperating to tame the fire. 

Chief medical officers, assisted by Red Cross nurses remain at their posts to maintain 
order and calm among the patients 
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which at first are taken by panic. Someone was injured by bomb splinters. 

The ship embarks water from a leak on the waterline to the left, one meter from the 
watertight bulkhead of an engine, produced by the explosion of another bomb in water. The flaw 
is more than one meter long, with two and a half meters pried away and torn on the outside. To 
avoid flooding, the engine manager empties the double bottoms and employs naphtha from a 
left-hand cell in order to skid the hull to starboard. 

In the Radio room area a medium-caliber bomb penetrated through the left bulkhead and 
exploded on the deck. The entrance hole is an irregularly oval in shape with a diameter of about 
30 cm. with slabs of the plates inwards. On the floor the explosion produced an oval-shaped 
opening with a diameter of 1.90 x 0.90 meters. 

On the floor of the mixed department for non-commissioned officers a third bomb 
exploded penetrating through one of the windows and produced an almost rectangular gash, 
three meters long and two wide. Deformations and splinters from bomb shards are found on the 
adjacent bulkhead and in the underlying decks up to the septic operating room. The examination 
of some fragments of bombs exploded on board is considered to be a medium caliber of about 
100 K. explosive and incendiary. 

From the cafeteria area of deck A, two partially charred corpses are extracted with 
numerous wounds and mutilations; a corpse is found in a radio-telegraph booth, and the 
mutilated and carbonized corpse of a sergeant is extracted from the debris of the non- 
commissioned officers department. 

The fire was imitated from the radio booth, spreading rapidly to all the premises of the O 
deck, to the accommodation booths of the radio-telegraphists, to the militarized officers 'canteen, 
to the common non-commissioned officers’ section, to the dining hall, to the Red Cross nursery 
housing hall, hospital wardroom and medical officers wardroom, the dressing room of the 1“ 
Unit, the underlying rooms of the B and C decks and 2 boats, was largely tamed at 20:30 and 
small residual fires were extinguished during the night . 

Because of the leak and the fire that spread, it was immediately decided to disembark all 
the patients. In two hours they were again hospitalized on the ground. 

The Virgilio was seriously affected. Excluding the injuries produced 
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from the explosion of the bombs inside, most of the rooms on the upper deck had been 
devastated by the fire that had erased within a few hours the elegant freshness of the dead work 
and the most attractive places. 

The ship was left without its R. T. station, completely destroyed by the explosion of the 
first bomb. On board there were only two small devices in lifeboats, about 40 miles range. The 
efficiency of the services for officers-and non-commissioned officers was reduced to 40% 
because of the devastated premises and the destroyed material. 

At 21:00 on the 9", work began on obstruction of the leak and at 13:00 on the 10" they 
were completed. 

The ship was therefore in a position to resume the sea. The sick and wounded were again 
embarked; 733 infirm were returned on board in two and a half hours. At 15:00 the Virgilio 
sailed for the return journey. 

After just two missions the large hospital ship resumed the road to repair the damage 
reported and only at the end of August could resume its place. 


From the report on the XIII mission of N.O.S. “Epomeo”. 


The Epomeo was located in Sicily. Its operations between Pantelleria, the Egadi Islands 
and Pelagie and towards Tripoli were carried out with events similar to those of the missions of 
other small rescue units; but the XIII mission had a different character and was an unforgettable 
undertaking for the Epomeo. 

She was in Lampedusa when on 4 July, at 03:00; she had the order to leave: 

Route for 252°, to the shallows of Kerkennah. 

It was not a rescue of shipwrecked men. The victims who awaited Epomeo. They were 
dead: dead for over two months still standing in their place of combat on the destroyer Lampo, 
immobilized on the shallows of Kerkennah. As a simulacrum of a famous fact of arms. 

On the night of April 16", the DD. Lampo, together with the Tarigo and the Baleno, 
escorted a large convoy of German steamers to Tripoli. That convoy then had a name: the Tarigo 
Convoy. 

The enemy scouts had discovered and reported it. During the night a naval formation had 
started from Malta, and had attacked 
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and destroyed it with cannonades, also sinking the Tarigo and the Baleno. But the Lampo was 
not sunk. Defending himself fiercely, she had thrown herself in time on the shoals of Kerkennah, 
while the dying Tarigo sank in turn the DD. Mohawk . 

The Epomeo came at night; with her lights on she wore that simulacrum of warlike ship 
overwhelming the moonlight that came to see her as the nights passed. 

Two and a half months had passed since that tragic battle and the Lampo had remained 
with its dead on board. The wind of the desert had scattered it with sand, the rains had beaten it 
by washing its reddish patina: the sea, pulverized by the breakers under the gusts of the open sea, 
had saline soaked bodies of sailors clinging to the cannons and the machine guns; the sun had 
drained them; the acrid saltiness of the Little Sirte, the smell of the algae and the breath of the 
sea had preserved those young limbs as in a lethargic sleep, making them participate in the 
events of that African bay teeming with marine life, strewn with verdant islets and adorned with 
palm trees between the sands and algae emerging under the scorching sun. 

Those bodies of sailors seemed alive when, at the first light of dawn, the Epomeo came to 
anchor herself closer and the gazes stared at that fascinating ship. 

The cannons were still pointed towards the open sea, as they had remained after the last 
salvo; in the aft turret six gunners were still united in a tight group: on the top of the deck a curly 
blond, with his face intact, he was clutching the barrel of his machine-gun; a sergeant and three 
torpedo men stood by the launch tubes. The remains of torn and mutilated bodies scattered 
everywhere. 

A team of nurses and sailors and a medical officer transshipped onto the Lampo. They 
inspected the deck, the planks and the interior rooms: they greeted those corpses left in their 
seats, between the torn sheets and the wreckage lost and began the pious work, trying to gather 
what remained of the bodies torn apart and confused by violence of combat. Then the bodies 
were removed and lined up on the deck for recognition; some resisted as if he wanted to stay in 
his place; some bodies adhered to the plates as if they were welded and confused in a stubborn 
communion; they were almost detached from the iron of their ship by force. 
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The whole day passed before the last one was aligned under the sky beside the others. 

At sunset the sacks were closed; each one had a weight to sink quickly and so they were 
taken off for the dive with military honors and a brief religious rite. 

Then the Lampo remained alone and deserted on the Kerkennah bank. By now it was 
nothing more than a shipwreck. Her crew wandered into the blue cemetery where many other 
sailors were already resting, far from the frenetic competitions, in the deep quiet, where life is 
renewed in marvelous creatures under the soft rays of violet and violet; where everything melts 
and recomposes itself in vague forms of arborescent corals and in perfect symmetries of 
luminous corals. 

Peace is with them and with everyone else, allies and adversaries, of every race and every 
language, of every faith and of every flag. 

The Lampo was then retrieved and towed to La Spezia for repairs. Put back online after a 
year, she was again attacked and sunk 6 miles for 80° from Ras Mustafa. 

Even the Lampo hull rests there on the bottom of that sea that welcomed the flower of our 
Navy and holds the prodigious seed of immortal glory. 

The shallows of Kerkennah were but a geographical expression of the pilot book: sandy 
islets with a few palm trees and a few fishermen's huts of sponges and lobsters; large estates and 
sea grasses outcropping at low tide in large yellowish areas bleached by the sun and teeming 
with life, intersected by channels of clear waters rich in fishing, flown over by flocks of seagulls; 
limited by a series of numbered buoys, colored red, black, white to avoid accidents and to 
indicate small rides to fishing boats and sailing ships surprised by storms. 

Now Kerkennah is a graveyard of ships, strewn with wrecks. The memory of young lives 
sacrificed to the gods of the war hovers over those dry and sea, and the seven luminous buoys are 
candelabras and monuments that tell the sailors stories of heroism and maritime virtue. 
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IV 


ae ON THE TRACKS 
OF THE DESTROYED CONVEYGS..... 


August 1941 


Increased transport and supply difficulties to Libya — The ''California" torpedoed in Syracuse - A 
critical period for hospital ships. 


The general situation remains very worrying. The difficulties of traffic to Libya have 
increased; materials of supply are deficient due to the scarcity of fuels, which also forces the 
battleships to avoid movements that are not absolutely necessary. On August 20, the Esperia 
loaded with troops is torpedoed and sunk, who are almost entirely saved. 

Strong aerial bombardments hit Bardia, Benghazi, Tripoli, Catania, Crotone and a violent 
attack is launched against the Italian troops besieging Tobruk, occupied by the British since 
January; German air forces bomb Cyprus and Marsa Matruh. 

An Italian naval fleet makes a short cruise to the East and South of Sardinia, but does not 
make contact with the enemy forces, which are held in the waters of the Balearics. 

Among the troops deployed in Libya the epidemic of enterocolitis spread and specific 
dysentery is accentuated. On the Greek-Albanian front, malaria worsens and enteric fevers 
spread widely. 

On the night of the 10" the California is torpedoed in the port of Syracuse. 

Only three hospital ships remain active: the Arno that makes 4 missions to Benghazi and 
Tripoli; the Aquileia which completes 5 to 
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Durazzo and Valona; Toscana that makes two to Greece, Piraeus and Thessaloniki. Small rescue 
ships, the Epomeo is located in Sicily or Pantelleria, the Laurana is in Zuara for local services 
and rescue wounded airmen. 

Gradisca, Sicilia and Virgilio are at work; the Virgilio, completed the repairs, the 280. 
while it is in navigation for Augusta, is diverted and sent in search of shipwrecked of the 
steamship Egadi. 


From the verbal narration of the Director of the “California”. 


California had already completed thirty missions, almost all in the eastern sector, 
between Bari or Ancona and Durazzo or Valona. 

Its great capacity, its size that made it stable, facilitating the boarding operations, had 
given it a particular popularity on the Albanian coasts. The California was awaited impatiently in 
the infirmaries, the hospitals on the ground, in the field hospitals, on the coast and in the 
mountains; anxious eyes looked toward the sea, waiting to see the great white ship reach the port 
to take the wounded and sick from that place of desolation and bring them back to their 
homeland. 

But the war created new demands in the central Mediterranean and the California had 
already been engaged in a mission to Tripoli. 

On 10 August the ship was in the port of Syracuse, arrived 24:00 hours, coming from 
Naples, and was awaiting orders. 

A strange novelty was observed in the orders received from the Navy Command: the 
prescription of darkening during the night. 

Such a prescription was given to her for the first time and aroused some concern because, 
both during the day and night, flights of reconnaissance of enemy aircraft in the sky of Syracuse 
were frequent and the frequent alarms in the last 24 hours made some important action of the 
enemy probable. Therefore the Director asked to confirm the order with the hope that it was a 
transmission error; but the order was confirmed. 

California was the only ship that was in the middle of the port of Syracuse; the sky was 
clear, the moon full and uncovered; it offered a fat target. And what had to look like that great 
ship in port, so completely obscured, without the red crosses on the deck lighted visible from 
above, without the big 
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green band illuminated on the flanks, if not a great military transport, perhaps already loaded 
with troops to transport to Africa and therefore legitimate target of any act of hostility? 

At 23:00 the buzz of approaching planes was heard; one seemed closer than the others, 
and immediately a dull blast was heard toward the stern and a shock of the whole ship. A torpedo 
had hit California on its left side aft; but probably several devices launched together, because the 
next day two more torpedoes were found on the ground and in opposite directions. 

The Director was in his quarters, already lying down because he was feverish, but he was 
awake. He felt the impact of the explosion and found himself in the dark, the lighting being 
interrupted; he dressed as best as he heard to the bridge a sudden flicker of people running and he 
immediately went out onto the deck. He met the commander who informed him of the situation. 
The ship had been torpedoed and was sinking, leaning on its left side and plunging by the stern. 

Given the limited depth of the port and the draft of more than 10 meters, the ship could 
not have been completely submerged and the flaw was not to be very large as the ship slid and 
sank slowly. There was time and way to lower the lifeboats with regular maneuver, starting from 
the affected side. 

With these assurances, the Director began a general inspection tour. The stern of the ship 
had been evacuated; at the forehead the crew was picked up waiting to be boarded in the 
launches afloat. 

The group of the red-cross nurses was in agitation: one was missing. 

The group's housing had already been inspected and found empty. Lost in the darkness of 
the interior rooms, maybe she could not get her bearings to go out on deck? Blocked by some 
closed passage and unconscious fall? 

She was found in the center, arrested by a sudden splash of water that had terrorized her 
by investing her from above. 

It was nothing more than a mass of water that had been knocked over on the deck of the 
launches following the impact and the inclination assumed by the skewed ship. The incident was 
trivial and ridiculous, but in complete darkness and at that moment she had also been frightened 
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other people gathered at the center, who could not explain that sudden waterfall and were 
paralyzed by a sudden, unreasonable terror for that strange incident. 

Shortly after, the news of a man in imminent danger was brought up from the stern. It 
was said that he had been locked up in the refrigeration room where ammonia gases were 
developing and he could not find any way out of it. We had to save him and there was no time to 
waste. One could hear him shouting like an obsessive man, and his shouts in agitation held a 
group of sailors who had come from every part of the ship. While trying to reach him through the 
blocked rooms, he was seen to come out of a half-naked porthole and climb with surprising 
agility on the deck between the laughter of those present who were so moved by his fate and his 
screams. 

Meanwhile, a tugboat arrived to help the survivors, but was only used after all the other 
means of transport had been lowered and sent to the ground. In reality everything could proceed 
calmly. The crew knew that the ship sank so slowly that it did not cause any danger to people. 
The abundance of the means of rescue, the proximity of the land, the shallow depth of the port, 
the moon disclosed and the calm of the sea had allowed to carry out the maneuvers and the 
operations of eviction with every possibility more favorable, so that everyone put in safety at 
least a part of their stuff especially in the dwellings that only a few hours after the torpedoing 
was invaded by water. Except for a few isolated episodes of excessive, inevitable agitation that 
occurred immediately after the torpedo and motivated also by the fear that someone had been left 
without help in the flooded premises, the behavior of the crew was worthy of praise. 

All the operations took place calmly and with discipline. 

After a couple of hours the ship was empty of people and the crew gathered on the quay. 
The muster was missing only one of the personnel of the engine room, who was stationed in the 
room hit by the torpedo and was killed by the explosion or could not leave the premises 
immediately flooded. 

In the following days all the movable materials were recovered and the food not 
damaged, with the help of means sent by Augusta and Messina. 

From that moment, California was a shipwreck in the port of Syracuse. 
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The great ship used to the endless freedom of the oceans, that a year before had begun its 
missions with brilliant and fortunate episodes, it had now been immobilized on the muddy 
bottom of a port. The hull could be recovered, but its part on the theater of the great war was 
finally over. 


September 1941 


The Mediterranean dominated by the British Navy - Chain bombardments of the ports of Libya, 
Sicily and southern Italy - mass slaughter of steamers - The “Virgilio” to rescue the survivors of 
the ’Egadi“ — The “Arno” and the “Laurana’” in search of those of “Esperia”. 


The British Navy increasingly dominates the Mediterranean. 

The aviation repeatedly bombs the ports of Tripoli, Benghazi, Palermo, Cagliari, Catania, 
Messina, Reggio, Brindisi. 

The scarcity of fuels produces increasingly serious effects; supplies for Libya absorb all 
the availability of weapons and fuels. Only about half of what would be needed can reach the 
destination. Even large steamers and precious vessels must be risked in urgent traffic. 

The steamer Egadi was sunk in the early hours of September 1, 30 miles north-west from 
Lampedusa. The Virgilio saves the survivors. On the 18", the motor ships of Oceania and 
Neptunia sank off the coast of Tripoli, the Arno and the Laurana are sent to pick up the 
survivors, but they find nothing but wreckage and abandoned boats. At dawn on the same day 
Italian assault vehicles penetrate the port of Gibraltar and sink an oil tanker and two steamers. 

On the 25™ there is news of the departure of a convoy from Gibraltar; it is protected by 
the British Western Mediterranean fleet. Two battleships are brought out from Naples and two 
divisions of cruisers from Messina, but the development of events does not recommend engaging 
in battle; however, torpedo aircraft inflicts damage on the adversary. The health situation on the 
two fronts of Albania and Cyrenaica has worsened. Malaria in Albania and Greece requires 
extraordinary measures; hospital ships repatriate 
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more than 250 malarial for each trip. Typhoid enteric infections and dysentery spread in Libya. 
As in Albania and Greece, epidemic episodes occur in Libya. 

Five hospital ships are in operation during the month of September: in Albania, Aquileia 
and Sicilia, each with 1 mission; Toscana with 2 missions. In North Africa the Arno with 3 
missions, the Virgilio with 1; in Greece, Sicilia and Toscana with 1 mission each; at sea, for 
shipwrecked, the Virgilio with 2 missions, the Arno and the Laurana with | mission each; a total 
of 12 missions. 


From the report on the III mission of “Virgilio”. 


At the end of August the Virgil was in direct navigation to Augusta, with a strong wind 
and a rough sea from the North-East and with a failure of the left engine that forced at a reduced 
speed: 8 miles. Yet the Virgilio had just left the shipyard. She came from Genoa after 45 days of 
work that had restored her to efficiency after the second mission to Tripoli, from which she had 
returned to a deplorable state, hit by incendiary and explosive bombs. 

Arrived in sight of the semaphore of S. Croce near Augusta, she had stopped. The wind 
[semaphore arm] held out a signal that began with the name of Virgilio: 

“Hospital ship Virgilio, stop, wait for orders”. 

After an hour from the Navy Command Augusta an officer arrived who carried the order 
of operations: 

“Upon receipt of this order, start immediately for a point located 30 miles North-West of 
Lampedusa for search shipwrecked of the steamer Egadi that is found on rafts Navigation mode 
..., etc.”. Following the obligatory routes, between the banks of mines, the Virgilio immediately 
directed to the indicated point and was there at 09:00 of September 1. 

The weather had improved; a long sea lifted wide, lazy and distant waves and played with 
the imposing hull of the great ship. 

The Virgilio began the searches with slow motion, turning frequently. 

Four German planes were already exploring the area between the meridians 12° 00' - 12° 
41' and the parallels 36° 00’ - 36° 15' but the searches. 


USMM 20 The White Fleet 


Page 153 





ZATTERA DI NAUFRAGHI SALVATI DA UNA NAVE OSPEDALE 


USMM 20 The White Fleet 


Page 154 


they were useless. Neither the planes nor the hospital ship sighted traces of shipwrecked men. 

The semaphore of S. Croce transmitted another message: 

“Communicate as soon as possible Marina Messina search trend”. 

The Virgilio replied: 

“Arrived point indicated at 09:00. Unsuccessful searches we continue zone South 
Lampione”’. 

At 12.25 am between Lampedusa and Lampione, Virgilio meets a militarized fishing boat 
and asks for news. It comes from the area south of Lampione; she scoured up to 10 miles to the 
south, but found nothing. Virgilio continues on the same route. 

Considering the still prevailing wind direction, the Egadi rescue means must be in the 
South, probably still far away; the wind of the previous night must have pushed the rafts a long 
way. In fact, at 13:40, 15 miles from Lampione is sighted the first raft with eleven castaways. It 
is a large raft, three and a half meters long, equipped with two cases of cake boxes [biscuit tins], 
two barrels of water to drink and a pair of oars. The survivors are in good condition, no one is 
hurt. They tell their story with many details: 

Shortly after midnight on August 31, about 30 miles from Lampedusa, the steamer Egadi 
had been hit by a torpedo at the bow on the left. In order to leave the ship they were thrown into 
the sea Z4with a life jacket and had reached the raft. 

The ship sank about three hours after the attack. In the night they had to fight with the 
heavy sea and in the morning they had spotted a lifeboat with 9 people asking for help. When 
they had reached it, it was almost full of water due to a leak. Then they had the shipwrecks 
transshipped on the raft; with pieces of cork removed from life preservers they had clogged the 
leak, then they had broken and dried up the boat. When the raft had been re-occupied, they had 
been towed back to Cozzo Ponente, but the wave motion was still strong and the tow was 
broken; so the raft had remained isolated again at the mercy of the waves. 

Meanwhile another boat with 30 castaways had reached Lampedusa. 
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At 16:23 the Virgilio had received a radio broadcast: 

“Go to Lampedusa to embark shipwrecked to transport to Augusta” and while another 
patrol from Marina Messina resumes the searches: 

"Prolonged search in the area until sunset considering probable leeway rafts according to 
the prevailing wind; Go after Lampedusa to embark for the shipwrecked”. 

Before resuming the patrols it was worthwhile to get some news from the survivors. The 
Virgilio was near Lampedusa and there was a very large group. Perhaps they could provide some 
indication of the position of other boats. The Harbor Commander came and reported what was 
revealed from the statements obtained. Then the Virgilio resumed her search. Once in 35° 23'N — 
12° 28' E, sighted an almost submerged boat with 4 shipwrecked, among them also the 
commander of the Agadi, all in good condition, except a stoker who was in the grip of mental 
disorders with hallucinations and profound asthenia. 

The commander's story was very different from that of the other recovered castaways; 
typical example of the contradictions and illusions so frequent among the survivors of ships 
struck in nighttime combat: 

- At 00:25 am on August 31st, while we were sailing about 24 miles from Cozzo Ponente, 
we were attacked by a Blenheim who launched bombs and not torpedoes 

The first bomb exploded in the attack a few meters from the stern, on the starboard; two 
others hit the forecastle on the left and on the set out, breaking through the locker, the counter- 
hatch and the chain-well, wounding two gunners who were in combat positions on the bow- 
piece, probably missing. Another big-caliber bomb had exploded at the No. 1 hatch, knocking 
down the small tree, making heel out on the right side and throwing me at about twenty meters. 
Having stopped the engines, as soon as the ship's headway ceased, I gave the order to leave the 
ship, thinking it would soon be sunk. Embarking people on life-saving equipment, I threw myself 
into the sea and reached the launch that was already almost full of water and contained 5 people. 
Shortly after the rough sea turned it upside down and we all clung to the keel. At dawn one of the 
castaways had died of frostbite 
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and we were five. The launch presented a leak. We clogged it with pieces of life belt and then it 
was straightened. We had no water to drink or food; we had no oars or rudders. We managed to 
rip some boards from inside the boat and we used it to row towards Lampione, but we were not 
able to land. 

At dawn of September 1, another of the shipwrecked men died and the corpse was thrown 
into the sea. We continued to rowing, keeping us at the height of Cozzo Ponente, hoping to be 
spotted by the lookout of Monte Albero Sole. 

From what the commander could remember about the number of floats available and put 
into the sea, you had to look again at least a raft with 2 men and a ladder on which he had 
glimpsed 6 or 7 people. 

Following the instructions of the commander of the Agadi, the Virgilio resumed the 
search towards the S S E, between Lampedusa and Lampione. 

At 19:12 in 35 ° 21'N. - 12° 18 E another raft was met with 3 shipwrecked men. It was a 
raft, so to speak, arranged by means of luck, securing some tables between two empty barrels; 
the survivors were in good condition. After a couple of hours it was found another raft with 2 
shipwrecked. In total, 20 shipwrecks had been recovered; but no trace had been found of the 
ladder. Meanwhile it was night and the Virgilio reached Lampedusa, embarked 41 shipwrecked 
and left to continue the search. A message from Marina Augusta gave other instructions; 
“Prolong the search taking into account the wind and current. The vessel on the morning of the 
31“ was 7 miles from Lampione.” 

Probably it was the already salvaged launched; however, the Virgilio resumed the search 
at 22:40. The sea had calmed down and visibility was favored by the clear moonlit night, but no 
other floats were sighted. 

At 14:45 on the following day the long-awaited ladder was finally seen, but none of the 6 
or 7 who clung to it was on that wreck. The rough sea of the first night after the accident had 
swept away the poor shipwrecked; perhaps all together, with the impact of an overwhelming 
wave, perhaps one by one under the eyes of the terrified survivors, until even the last one 
remained desperately alone on that sort of platform without shelter, 
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he was abandoned exhausted and had let himself be carried away by the violence of the sea. 

That wreck was the only document of a tragic struggle against the sea that now gently 
rocked it in a placid abandonment between lifebuoys, tables and fragments of struck wood, the 
last wreckage of the vanished Egadi. 

Perhaps the 7 of the climbers were not the only ones missing the call. There was some 
vague news of a launch with 36 people on board, which had been seen at the stern of the Egadi. 
A boatswain claimed to have seen it at sea on the starboard as it crashed against the stern of the 
ship and capsized in the whirlwinds of the propeller; the men who were there crying cried out for 
help; but the commander assured himself that he had stopped the engines long before he had the 
life-saving equipment put into the sea. 

No trace was found of this boat. Perhaps it was the one that had reached Lampedusa? 

The Virgilio directed for Lampedusa: there was nothing else to do. 


From the report on the 26" mission of the Arno. 


On September 16" the Arno leaves Naples for Augusta and arrives the 17". The local 
Navy Command orders her to be ready to move in 6 hours. At 07:00 of the 18'", he orders her to 
prepare to move as soon as possible. 

The Arno communicates that it will be ready at 11:30, but that it has a boiler turned off 
for cleaning and that can not do more than 13.5 miles per hour; in the meantime it is prepared to 
turn on the 6" boiler too. 

Exactly at 12:30 and at 16:00 proceeds at a speed of 16 miles, maximum speed with all 
the boilers on, heading to Tripoli. 

Shortly after midnight, Marilibia orders her to head for the area 59 miles to 75 degrees 
from the Ras Allab lighthouse. The Arno changes the route and at 05:00 arrives in the area. 
There is the Laurana sent from Zuara, approaches her and begins to search with the projector on. 

At 08:15 she finds herself in a large patch of naphtha, among wreckage; a few minutes 
later he meets a steamer and the remains of a semi-submerged seaplane carrying the fascist 
lictorian on the right wing. At 08:40 she signals to the Laurana: 

Which area did you patrol and what did you see? 
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From the Laurana: 

We sighted two corpses at sea; give us your position. 

To the Arno: 

Estimated position 08:45 hours: 32° 46' N — 14° 46' E. Continue search and adjust 
according to orders received to return base. 

From the 09:00 to 10:00 the Arno continues to scour sight seeing 2 motorboats and 5 
launches without shipwrecks. At 10:28 it is in a second spot of naphtha and meets two 
overturned boats. 

At 10.50 a plane launches 4 rockets; the Arno reaches the indicated position and finds 4 
empty launches. Continue to scout again by encountering empty rafts adrift. 

At 18:15 Marilibia orders to leave the area at night to approach Ras Allab in the morning. 
The Arno continues to cross with the projector on until 02:00 of the 20"; then she directs on Ras 
Allab and returns to Tripoli; even the Laurana has returned without meeting shipwrecked. 

The survivors had already been saved and were mostly in Tripoli: more than 5,000. 

The two great ships Oceania and Neptunia had departed from Taranto on the 16". At 
04:15 of the 18", when already they were in 33° 02' - 14° 42', had been torpedoed by a 
submarine. Italian and German troops were escorted by 5 destroyers. The ships sank after about 
two hours and the survivors were largely recovered by the escort ships: 5,457 rescued and 7 
bodies, most belonging to the Oceania. 

The convoy had met a submarine the previous day; therefore the attack was not 
unexpected. As soon as there was news of the torpedoing, orders were given to start to the Arno 
from Augusta, to the Laurana, to Torpedo boats Clio and Perseo and to a tugboat from Zuara. 

Despite the brilliant rescue by the escort units, many castaways could have remained on 
the sea. In fact, it turned out that there were about 500 missing, most of them on the Neptunia; 
but of these 500 victims no traces were found, except for the two corpses sighted by Laurana. 
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The situation in northern Africa aggravated by fuel and supply deficiency - Disquieting sanitary conditions in 
Libya - Bombardments and difficulties in maneuvering in the ports of Tripoli and Benghazi - German 
complaints for food on board. 


In North Africa the situation is getting worse. 

Already since the middle of the year the issue of fuels for ships has presented itself in its 
tremendous reality. 

Before the entry into the war the Navy General Staff had envisaged the situation with 
autonomy of 6-9 months depending on the activity that the ships would have exercised. Now 
there is the danger of an irremediable deficiency. 

The Italian fleet can no longer be used freely and transport to Libya is seriously 
threatened. No more adequate supplies arrive from Germany, nor precise information on future 
availability. The danger of airplanes also increases. Increasingly close and stronger bombing 
upsets the ports of Libya and those of Sicily. Transport tonnage is reduced to 1/3 of the previous 
averages. 

During the month of October, only 73,000 tons of supplies can reach Libya, with serious 
difficulties: not even half of the needs for the needs of the front. The British fleet is continually 
threatening convoys that are promptly reported by air scouts. Numerous steamers are sunk and 
especially those that carry fuels. 

The health situation in Libya is aggravated by a strong incidence of endemic and 
epidemic diseases: malaria, enteric fevers, dysentery, to which are added epidemics of hepatitis 
and jaundice and a disturbing spread of diphtheria among the German troops. 

Even in Albania and in Greece the health situation is not very reassuring. Despite 
energetic and expensive prophylactic measures, hundreds of malaria have to be repatriated for 
each trip, up to 310 in the XVI mission of the Sicilia to Albania. 

The unfavorable weather conditions contribute to making the task of available hospital 
ships, reduced to five and forced to economize fuels, more difficult. 

Annoying recriminations by German repatriates for food on board hospital ships oblige 
health authorities 


USMM 20 The White Fleet 


Page 161 


to deal with a question that will be imposed later on with greater insistence. 

Five hospital ships are in operation during the month of October: in the Libya operate the 
Arno with 3 missions and Virgilio with 2 missions. 

In Albania, the Sicilia and Toscana operate each with | mission; to Greece the Gradisca 
with 1 mission. 

During her VII mission, the Virgilio returns from Tripoli carrying wounded shipwrecks 
of the Motor-ships Neptunia and Oceania; during the trip Sister Orsola, nurse of the Sanatorium 
of Tripoli, dies on board. 

The Arno is located in the port of Benghazi on the 21“ and performs the operations of 
embarkation under the bombings. It comes out during a violent attack, hit by splinters of bombs 
that exploded on the pier while it was unmooring. 


From the health report of the VII mission of the “Virgilio”. 


On October 18 the Virgilio leaves Tripoli with 779 hospitalized on board. The maneuver 
of the unmooring is hampered by a strong wind from the NW, by the shallow waters, from the 
presence of numerous steamers at the bottom, by the narrow exit. The stretched wind is 
crosswise and causes the ship to be bumped, which suffers some damage to the plating of the 
right flank by collision with a steamship. 

As soon as she leave the port, the Virgilio meets the rough sea on the left-hand side, 
which disturbs the patients. 

Among the sick there are numerous cases that must be isolated. There are 42 dysenteric 
patients: some cases are due to ownership of amoebic, but the vast majority are of a bacillary 
nature, the most formidable form for the communities and troops due to the typically epidemic 
trend that can disorganize the commands and the services in a few days. Many cases are being 
improved and convalescing and are evacuated due to the danger they represent as carriers of a 
contagious infection; some are in serious condition and need continuous and vigilant assistance 
for toxic phenomena and the danger of collapse. 

There are 14 convalescents of enteric typhoid fever and even these must be isolated and 
assisted with special care due to possible cardiac and renal complications. 

The diphtheria cases are 51 and the most rigorous isolation is an intransigent prescription 
for the danger of contagion that these patients represent. Among them there are also very serious 
and important cases 
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due to nerve, cardiac and renal complications that require special assistance. 

A case of special interest in war traumatology is admitted to the surgical ward. 

It is a sergeant of a motorized unit the R.E. (Army), escaped from the sinking of the 
Motor-ship Nepiunia. 

On the night of September 18, he was surprised by the torpedo burst while he was 
standing on deck. The shock lifted him violently and he found himself lying on deck in the 
impossibility of getting up again because of very strong, excruciating pains that were manifested 
as soon as he tried to support his feet. By the sudden shock he had reported the comminuted 
fracture of the heel bone and, as it had not been possible to reduce the fragments and reassemble 
them, there had been a bilateral traumatic flat foot. 

There were also 9 tuberculosis on board, coming from the INFPS Sanitary in Tripoli and 
among them a Sister, a nurse from the same institute who was repatriated for the same illness: 
Sister Orsola. 

Everyone knew her story and the patients in the isolation ward from the sanatorium knew 
her. Sister Orsola was one of the many exceptional creatures who in their hospitals and leper 
colonies dedicated their lives to a sublime mission. 

Sister Orsola had treated the tuberculosis of the sanatorium for years and had perhaps 
deluded herself that she could be useful even during the repatriation trip. But her condition was 
very serious and the health authorities of the Governorate wanted her to repatriate to avoid the 
inconveniences and difficulties that the situation had worsened in recent months. 

With great regret she had left the sanatorium in which she had long served; only the 
vigilant attentions to which the Virgilio assistance staff made a gesture and the thought of seeing 
the dearest people back home comforted her. 

As soon as the ship had left the port and faced the sea, it was understood what danger 
represented the journey of repatriation for the nun. The suffering caused by seasickness led to a 
collapse in the organism that was barely restrained in an unstable equilibrium by force of will 
and by a spirit of sacrifice. A menacing dyspnea, a profound prostration that no therapeutic 
intervention could mitigate and a progressive weakness of the heart, in a few hours of resigned 
sufferings, extinguished that precious life. 
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Sister Orsola stopped living at 21:30. She ceased to live her mortal remains, reduced to a 
poor body defiled and corrupted by the disease, but her spirit lived in the moving appreciation of 
the crew and hovered over that white ship marked by the cross. For her, that cross had been the 
symbol of a sacred commitment and to her the motto assigned to the ship bearing the name of the 
Poet was fitting: 


“Do not ignore evils, miseris succurrere disco” 
From the health report on the XXVI mission of the “Gradisca”. 


The Gradisca came from the XX VI mission to Piraeus and to Thessaloniki and carried 
745 patients including 468 German soldiers and 277 British prisoners of war. Most of the 
German soldiers had been on board less than a week; boarded at Piraeus and landed in 
Thessaloniki, where others had been taken on board. 

There were 238 injured, from German field hospitals and from Athens infirmaries. 

Among the English prisoners there were many severely burned. Of the sick, many 
presented with affections imported from North Africa, including 70 cases of epidemic jaundice 
and 50 cases of diphtheria. 

There were then 41 dysenteric, malarial, convalescents of typhoid fever etc., but all were 
satisfactorily settled, given the great capacity and the perfect organization of services on the 
Gradisca. 

The Director, energetic and provident, personally supervised the progress of all the 
departments and services, including those related to the administration of food and everything 
proceeded in the most satisfactory way. Even the British prisoners of war had expressed their 
gratitude for the treatment received. 

The tables of the foods had been fixed following accurate investigations, comforted by 
information transmitted by the naval insiders abroad and by suggestions of authorities 
specialized in the matter. 

The diets had been fixed with great width, especially for convalescents, taking into 
account the physiological needs, but also the rest and relative confinement regime that reduced to 
a minimum the energy consumption of the inpatients. 

From the information requested to the naval employees at the main powers were, results 
were very interesting, some really unexpected. 
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In the list of eaters, Germans and Russians were at the head, with regimes corresponding 
to about 4,500 calories; with prevalence of meats and fats in the German rations, of cereals in the 
Russian ones. Then came a group comprising American, Dutch, Scandinavian, with regimes of 
about 4,000 calories; followed the group of the most parsimonious nations, Japanese, French, 
Italian, with regimes below 4,000 calories. The British came last, with just 3,000 calories rations. 
The people with many meals were last on the list of eaters. The ration represented a minimum 
sufficient to be integrated at will and at their own expense in the military handouts. 


November 1941 


Tragic situation in Libya for the opponent's aero-naval activity and lack of fuel oil and supplies - hospital ships 
"Arno", "Virgilio", “Aquileia” and "Gradisca" on the tracks of convoys destroyed for the search and rescue of the 
shipwrecked. 


The British aero-naval collaboration gets really disturbing results for Italian traffic. Out 
of the 79,000 tons of supplies dispatched, only 30,000 tons arrive. 

Fuel oil is lacking for escort units; the embarkation of materials is paralyzed and 
disorganized by the bombing of the Libyan ports, those of Sicily, Naples and Brindisi. 
Sometimes it is necessary to start the transport from one port and the escort from another, 
without the possibility of preliminary agreements. 

On the 19th the British 8" Army begins a great offensive. On the Egyptian front strong 
attacks are developing against the Italian positions of Sollum, Gialo, Tobruk in 12 days of 
continuous fighting and the British fleet intensifies its activity while Italy has to provide urgent 
supplies with risky traffic. It is one of the most difficult times for the traffic to North Africa and 
for several months now the deficiency of fuels has opposed the use of the Italian fleet. Enemy 
aircraft scouts report the convoys just out of national ports and especially the steamers that 
transport fuels are sunk with disquieting progression. The escort units must be strictly limited 
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and starting from different ports, without being able to communicate in advance to the steamers 
the directives in the event of an attack. Even the convoys are formed by converging from 
different parts to a meeting point at sea. 

On the night of the 8a convoy of 7 steamers departed from Naples, escorted by the 
cruisers Trieste and Trento and 4 destroyers, was discovered and attacked after 17 minutes. The 
DD. Fulmine is sunk, two other destroyers are damaged, all the steamers are burned. 

The 20" to protect 4 motor-ships in convoy started from Naples, are used 2 divisions of 
cruisers unnecessarily. The convoy is repeatedly attacked in the south of Calabria by numerous 
aircraft, which hit the Trieste and the Duca degli Abruzzi, which manage to reach Messina. The 
convoy is recalled. 

On the 24" a cruiser division located in Malta sinks to S W of Navarrino 2 German 
steamers that sailed from Piraeus escorted to Benghazi. 

It sets a tragic situation and takes advantage of all means to send supplies, especially 
fuels and ammunition. Cruisers, destroyers and submarines carry loads of supplies. 

Hospital ships, Toscana and Sicilia are in the pipeline for works; the others are engaged 
in periodic missions and some diverted for rescue operations. 

The Aquileia completes a mission to Albania and one to Cyrenaica; the Arno and Virgilio 
each perform three missions to North Africa with diversion for shipwrecked rescues; Gradisca 
carries out a mission to Greece, also diverted for shipwrecked search. The rescue ships Laurana, 
Epomeo and Mela are at their stations. The general situation appears very worrying after the 
numerous losses of hospital ships; therefore the work of transformation of the Motor-ship Citta 
di Trapani begins. 


From the reports on the XXI mission of the "Arno" and on the VIII mission of the 
"Virgilio". 

On the night of the 7" at 01:45, the steamer Duisburg and the oil tanker Minatitland left 
together with the Italian steamers S .Marco, Maria Sagitta from Naples to Tripoli. At the 
Messina Strait exit, other steamers are added to the convoy: Dina Corrado, Volpi di Misuraia. 
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They are escorted by DD. and navigate according to the prescribed route to the E of the area of 
action of the Malta torpedo aircraft. 

Shortly after midnight on the 8"" the convoy is discovered and a few minutes later 
attacked. One of the destroyers has sunk, two are damaged. All the steamers are on fire. 

On the same night two orders of similar operations are transmitted to the hospital ships 
Arno and Virgilio. 

From Marina Augusta to Virgilio: 

“Immediately set up to move. Communicate now when you are ready." 

From Virgilio: 

“Ready in two hours." 

At 6:00 Marina Augusta order: 

“Start immediately heading for 37°10'N - 18° 10' E recovery shipwrecked Maximum 
speed allowed in safety conditions. On the spot performed extensive area search. In the same 
point also directs hospital ship Arno. 

The Virgilio leaves at 06:45 and reaches the indicated area at 16.40. 

From Supermarina to N.O. Arno: 

“Order direct for 37°10'N - 18° 10' E to collect shipwrecked". 

The Arno is in navigation from Benghazi. She has embarked 520 sick under a shelling of 
the port; the following morning is on the route to the Strait of Messina. To the order agrees and 
at the 11:00 sees on the horizon a big black cloud. The oil tanker Minatitland burns adrift. 
Shortly after the Arno meets the first rafts. One of our destroyers collaborates in the recovery of 
the castaways under the guidance of a plane that launches rockets signaling the position of other 
rafts. Throughout the afternoon the Arno continues its patrols, bringing 18 shipwrecked 
passengers, most of them German from a boat in the steamer Duisburg. Towards sunset she sees 
the Virgilio. 

Patches of naphtha, wreckage, empty rafts, are scattered over the sea and suggest that 
other ships no longer in sight they have already recovered from the shipwrecked. Night falls, the 
search continues in the light of the projector. At 20:00 another two shipwrecked are recovered 
from a raft; at 23:30 another is found clinging to a raft containing a corpse. Shortly after 
midnight, two shipwrecked men are found embraced on an upside-down boat; 
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the one is still alive and asserts that the deceased partner supported him until the moment they 
were joined by the motor-launch. On a raft is a German sailor who claims to be the last survivor 
of a group of ten still alive a few hours before, died one by one for hypothermia. 

Almost all the survivors need immediate help; in the treatment rooms, in the departments 
and also in the look-out service, the health personnel has been in continuous activity during the 
rescue operations. 

At 04:00 the following morning, by the order of Supermarina, the Arno leaves the area to 
head towards the destination port. 

The Virgilio arrived on site at 16:40, sighting the thick column of smoke rising from the 
burning hull of the oil tanker. Wrecks of all kinds are scattered on the sea and among them a 
wing and some rudders of a rescue aircraft. 

After exploring a large area without finding shipwrecked, during the night, while 
traveling at low speed, sight a small intermittent light on her left that signals: 

“We are shipwrecked”. 

A launch with 34 men appears under the light of the projector. 

Among them is a signaler of the R.M. 

After another hour of navigation a lone shipwrecked is found on a small raft, in the 
middle of wreckage, lifejacket, empty boats. 

Some of the castaways were able to report on the action. 

Although prior to departure there had been no understanding between the commands of 
the steamers and between these and the escort ships, at the beginning of the attack the steamers 
of the convoy had left the formation and had scattered. Shortly after midnight the first shots of a 
naval action had been heard on board. The fight had engaged between the escort units and the 
enemy ships, but nothing was seen on the horizon, not even when, a few minutes later, the first 
rounds fell around the steamers. Almost immediately a great fire broke out on the tanker and in a 
few minutes the shot was added with great precision even on the Duisburg and a shell went to 
burst on hatch n. 4 burning the drums of petrol for the vehicles loaded on deck aft. 
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The ship was already almost all in flames when the meeting signal was given to abandon 
it. 

The first boat that was put into the sea with 20 people was immediately hit and sunk; only 
3 of the 20 who were on board could reach the second launch. Of two other launches that were 
lowered laden with people, one shattered against the side of the ship and all those who were 
there, including the captain, fell into the water; the other, while being lowered, for a false 
maneuver of the hoists was placed in a vertical position reversing in the sea all the people who 
were there. The few left afloat with lifebuoys, in the light of the fire went in search of a raft or a 
floating wreckage and some could be saved. At 03:30 a thunderous explosion tore the stern of 
the Duisburg; they were munitions and bombs, in tons, that burst. At 06:25 another explosion 
even stronger demolished the bow. The ship disappeared in a few minutes and the survivors were 
found in the sea between the wreckage and the naphtha. 

All that remained of the convoy was the hull of the oil tanker Minaiitland, which 
continued to burn under a cloud of thick black smoke, a drifting hull, the last remnant of one of 
the largest convoys lost. 

On the launches and on the rafts of the few survivors left on the sea, national and English 
airplanes passed and passed through the next day. They seemed to come looking for the missing 
convoy. They all continued their course without diverting, as if they did not see any of the means 
of rescue adrift. Then one of the launches lifted a makeshift sail trying to reach a coast to the 
north. Fortunately, among the castaways there was that signalman with the means to signal an 
escort; on that young sailor and on those few tools all hopes were concentrated; but when, 
shortly after midnight, the lights of Virgilio appeared on the horizon, they started shouting, firing 
pistols, lighting flares and oil lamps, making signals with electric light bulbs, but the ship passed 
away, with the lights on, without giving any sign of having spotted them. 

Then it was the launch that was hunting for the hospital ship. The shipwrecked spied his 
scouts and when they realized that it was reversing the course, they tried to approach it by force 
of oars. At 02:30 they were less than 3 miles; they started firing pistol shots and making signals 
with flashlights: 
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"We are shipwrecked." 

Finally they realized that the signal had been received. 

At 03:10 they were on board the Virgilio and could tell their story. 

When they were asked what they had seen during the fight and how they had been 
attacked: 

"No warships, no airplanes," they answered. "We have not seen anything; only the flashes 
of bullets that burst into the sea and aboard; dazzling lights, thunderous explosions, fire and 
smoke from fires; we have not seen anything else. 

But this had been enough not to forget that night of frightening pandemonium. 


From the report on the XL mission of “Aquileia”. 


At 20:00 on November 26, the Command of Marina Bari transmits an order for Aquileia: 
immediately light the boilers and prepare to leave. The following day at 12:15 a sub-officer sent 
by the Command of Marina Taranto carries a secret and urgent order of operations: the Aquileia 
must leave the same evening for Derna. She will take on sick people and if he can not complete 
the load immediately, she will have to reach Ras Hilal and stay there at night, lit up at night. 

At 19:20 the Aquileia droppes the moorings and leaves. She is in good shape; runs more 
than 10 miles, almost 11, but then loses speed. Find the sea and wind contrary; throughout the 
28" she is tormented by a violent roll, combined with a large pitch. Little by little she indulges in 
an indecent dance that makes her lift the stern until she uncovers, the propeller blades and her 
roll fins on her sides obliging her to show off her not very clean belly, the roll wings and the 
outlets scraps and purges, all things, that a balanced vessel keeps well hidden a few meters under 
water. It is a complicated dance: the movement of casserole, say the French sailors, whose result 
is a spiral that the geometry could define on the data of the two pendular motions and of the 
speed, but that the sufferers of seasickness calculate more simply between the harrowing fasting 
stomach reactions. 

The following day there is a delay of 9 hours and in front of Derna, she will have to 
spend the night riding at slow motion to be able to 
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enter the port on the morning of the 30"; if time permits. But the wind and the sea announce a 
real storm; one of those days when all the ships that are at anchor in Derna must be ready to sail 
and take off. If that weather continues it will not be possible to stop at Derna even in the 
morning. In fact, at 07:50 the Aquileia is in front of Derna, but the wind has become angry and 
the ship must remain off shore. 

She is at 33° 14'N - 23° 35' E when Marina Bengasi asks her for her position. 

- What does Marina Bengasi want? 

In the night the radio receives an order: 

"Go immediately to the point 56 miles per 352° from Benghazi to the rescue of 
shipwrecked of sunken ships. Acknowledge”. 

And the Aquileia acknowledges: 

“Direct at maximum speed to the indicated point”. 

It's already 06:00, but it's still night. Overcast, wind and sea from S W; 140 miles to be 
done at the maximum speed allowed; expected arrival on the point indicated for the 19:00, ie 
almost two hours after sunset. 

A sense of despair spreads throughout the ship; that discomfort that arises from the 
impossibilities, from the inanity of the efforts against the violence of the elements, time and 
space; the sailors know it, but this time it is aggravated by the thought that the shipwrecked are 
on the sea, fighting with angry waves and breaking waves, under the icy wind and the rains that 
scour the poor limbs. It would be better not to think more of those who had entrusted themselves 
to the life preserver or had clung to a raft, to a floating scrap; but also on rafts beaten and swept 
by the sea and on the overturned and submerged lifeboats, how can those fatigued shipwrecks 
resist, without the possibility of gripping the tired and wounded arms? Other than seasickness in 
the Aquileia's bunks! Seasickness is over; it has been overcome by anxiety, by responsibility and 
by the feeling of duty to be fulfilled at any cost. 

Already projectors and lifeboats are being prepared, baskets with mast sedge, surgeries 
and operating theaters; you work in the kitchens to have ready warm and invigorating food. 
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All are taken by a common anxiety and by only one hope: arrive in time. There are men 
waiting and waiting until the last breath; when the lights of a white ship appear, they will feel 
hope again. 

It is already night when the Aquileia is on the indicated point. All the lights are on; the 
projector placed on the hatchboard explores the sea on all sides; also the cinema projector has 
been placed and looks closer. The engines are arrested: from time to time to better hear some 
shouts, some signals, the binoculars are looking for some small light; all of Aquileia searches, 
explores, listens; nothing, no light, no voice, not even naphtha stains to mark the area of the 
accident. The sea has erased everything; the rains wipeout the visibility poor. 

The Aquileia asks for instructions to Marina Bengasi hoping for some - further indication. 
The order to stop the search comes to be back in Derna the following morning. 

The storm is still raging in Derna. Unable to proceed with boarding operations; The 
Aquileia must remain offshore, unable to resist the anchor even near Ras Hilal. 

For two days, two or more nights the ship is wandering along the route to Bari; it is a 
route already traveled and relatively safe with that stormy sea. 

On the evening of December 3, the sky became cloudy; at midnight the wind almost gave 
up. The Aquileia still navigates offshore, with a rough sea. It has all its lights on, in the 
moonlight you can see great waves and break up against the edge in the whiteness of the 
effervescent foam. 

- Aircraft on the starboard - shouts a lookout. 

Many look up and towards the horizon. A dark buzz is perceived among the voices of the 
sea; seems to come from the east and some lookouts that are on the right wing of the bridge are 
approaching a formation of planes. As they follow them with night-time binoculars, to recognize 
them, they see one detach from the group, flying low and fast and rushing against the right side 
of the ship; they see something fall into a chamois of foam that whitens under the moon's rays: 

- Torpedo starboard. Torpedo starboard - the lookouts shout. 

A rapid turn makes the Aquilda skid; full rudder 
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it is kept in the band until the course is reversed. The wake of the torpedo has passed a few 
meters from the bow. 

At 07:50 the following day the Aquileia is again in front of Derna; it is not possible to 
keep on the anchors, but it can drop anchor at the bay of Ras Hilal. Only the day after can she 
finally reach her destination. By means of motorboats, the embarkation of wounded immediately 
begins, in spite of an alarm with anti-aircraft barrage fire and the resumption of the wind, but in 
the afternoon violent rainfalls and heavy seas make it impossible to continue. The Aquileia must 
once again take off, to navigate offshore, pitching and rolling on the sea along and under the 
rains: a great fun for everyone! 

He can finally leave Derna on the afternoon of December 6"" with 600 sick people on 
board, almost all of them Germans, who flock to the departments that are overwhelmed by 
seasickness. 

At dawn on December 9, the Aquileia is in front of Bari. While the pilot on board is 
maneuvering on the left anchor for mooring at the quay, the chain breaks at 4 lengths. Another 
accident concludes that arduous mission, complicated by the usual troubles. The German soldiers 
find a special train ready for Monaco. 

The Aquileia finds an order to leave immediately ready. 


From the report on the XX VIII mission of the “Gradisca”. 


The Gradisca leaves 22" from Bari to Greece. Her itinerary indicated in the order of 
operation includes Suda, Iracjion, Piraeus and Thessaloniki. 

Navigation does not seem to present difficulties; it takes place regularly throughout the 
day and the following night. On the 23", wind and sea start from the S. At 10:50 a fast English 
scout flies over with a route to SW, pursued at a distance by two Italian planes. The following 
morning the Gradisca passes through the Cerigotto Canal. The sea is very rough and the pilot is 
not at the fixed point; therefore the ship directs to the anchor following the instructions given at 
the start; at 12:00 it overcomes the obstructions and after half an hour it drops anchor in the bay. 
There are a few wounded and sick to embark, 54 Germans who are brought aboard. At 17:30 the 
Gradisca sailed for Iraclion. In the night she receives a radio message that instructs her to adjust 
the 
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navigation in order to arrive at Iraclion after 09:00, but at 07:00 a tugboat arrives to meet an 
urgent order; 

“Direct immediately for the zone between the meridians 21° 00 - 22° 00 E and parallels 
35° 20'- 34° 40' N, to search shipwrecked. "Two steamers, the Procida and the Maritza were 
sunk in that area. It comes from the Command of Marina Sud-Est through the German one of 
Tradion. 

At 07:50 the Gradisca directs for the sector indicated with engines at full strength. The 
sea is very rough, with wind blowing from the S. 

At 17:25 on the pclae the South-East Marina Command informs that survivors were 
spotted at 34° 50' N — 21° 15'E. The point of the ship is included in the sector indicated above 
and is reached at 23:00. The Gradisca reduces the speed to 7 miles and with the projector on 
starts to explore by crossing with search routes around the marked point. All night continues her 
search unnecessarily. No signal, no voice, no float is sighted. In the morning of the 26", widens 
the patrolling zone. The wind from SE turns NE in the afternoon buying the characters of a real 
storm. This change greatly complicates the search in which the Gradisca must take into account 
the direction of the wind that drives away the survivors from the area of the event. 

At 14:45 the Command of Marina Sud-Est signals another point where the survivors were 
sighted: 34° 42' N — 21° 30' E then again 34° 42' N — 21° 38'E. At 17:00 the Gradisca heads 
towards the E on parallel 34° 42' N and passes over the two marked points, but even here the 
searches remain fruitless. Meanwhile, the weather gets worse; the ship is subjected to a strong 
rolling and pitching, embarking sea of bow and is forced to reduce speed. All night long he has 
to sail offshore. Now the hopes of finding shipwrecked men who could resist at sea are canceled 
by those unbearable weather conditions for any means of rescue adrift. Nevertheless at 23:35 
another radio message informs that the next morning airplanes will come to collaborate in the 
searches. 

On the morning of the 27" the weather has improved somewhat. During the night the 
Gradisca had to sail offshore with the prow to the sea towards NE; at 07:00 she reverses the 
route and returns to the marked points; 
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from 9 to 12 German aircraft come to collaborate scouring N and S of the route followed by the 
ship, with no result. 

In the afternoon the wind falls; a radio message from Supermarina orders the Gradisca to 
continue the search until sunset. The Gradisca continues the patrols, widens them with various 
routes towards the S then pushes towards SE at a reduced speed. At 11:40 on the 28" a plane 
makes a wide circle above the ship and moves away towards the SE. At 17:00, as no traces of 
shipwrecks or wrecks have been sighted, The Gradisca returns to Candia. 

For three days and three nights sailed around the marked points in the indicated area; the 
first night she explored the sector south of the parallel 35° 00' N, the following day she pushed 
towards the sector to the north, then returned again to the parallel 34° 40' N. After the storm 
night that she pushed out of the search area, she resumed the searches to the north and south of 
parallel 34° 40'N, in the last night it was also brought to W of the meridian 21° 00' E., which 
marked the limit of the area to explore and on the last day returned to the area north of the area. 
The search routes have drawn a network covering the whole area explored and have not 
encountered anything that could indicate the place of the shipwreck. 

Returning to Iraclion the Gradisca embarks 126 Germans and 24 nationals, then reaches 
Piraeus and Thessaloniki with 725 infirm, among whom some escaped from another shipwreck, 
that of steamer /taca. An extremely varied load, which requires many special care: 22 jaundiced, 
27 diphtheria with dangerous cardiac complications, 27 nervous and mental, very many 
dysenteric, and then malarial, tuberculosis, a hundred war wounded. How many cares! 

But a thought dominates over everyone; a question presents itself continuously in on- 
board conversations. 

What had happened to the survivors reported by the planes? 

Perhaps the storm from the NE had dragged them away, in the opposite direction to the 
one taken by the Gradisca during the night, sailing offshore to resist the sea? 


USMM 20 The White Fleet 


Page 176 


Blank 


USMM 20 The White Fleet 


Page 177 


V. 


December 1941 


The British offensive arrested in the Sirte - Italian assault vehicles in the port of Alexandria - The war in the Pacific 
- The routes in the central Mediterranean impracticable - The hospital ships converge towards the eastern sector - 
Failures on the “Aquileia” - The last mission to Bardia. 


At the eastern limit of the Sirte the second great British offensive ends, but it ensures the 
defense of Egypt, the Suez Canal, the Mediterranean bases and the control of the routes to Libya. 
Thus the second phase of the war in the Mediterranean ended. Italy is in a defensive traffic 
activity through a tireless action of the few available spare ships. Large ships and cruisers 
venture out for the protection of the most important convoys, but the radiolocalizing (Radar) 
devices of the opponent allow an easy discovery and a quick and precise shot on dark nights. The 
Italian Navy reports significant damage. 

On the 7" the conflict breaks out in the Pacific and Italy declares war on the United 
States. 

The 18" Italian assault vehicles penetrate the military port of Alexandria and hit two 
British battleships immobilizing them. 

Because of the conflict in the Far East, England can not send reinforcements into the 
Mediterranean; the English situation is saved only by the consequences of the previous activity 
that paralyzed the traffic and the Axis troops in North Africa, and the lack of news of the damage 
caused by the raid of the assault vehicles to the fleet of Alexandria that immobilized two of the 
more powerful battleships. 
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Hospital ships are still concentrated in mackerel services. The Virgilio performs 3 
missions, the Arno and Sicilia make 2 each the Aquileia and the Toseana make 1, a total of 9 
missions to Libya. In Albania, the Aquileia and the Sicilia each perform a mission. Gradisca 
carries out a mission to Greece. Altogether 12 missions. There are also incidents and adventures 
at the various hospital ships in operation. Bad weather rages against the Virgilio and Sicilia; from 
the Aquileia in navigation a German soldier throws himself into the sea during a stormy night 
and disappears; on the Aquileia mysterious troubles are repeated to the dynamos; in Bardia there 
is a delicate question to be solved and the difficulties of maneuver require daring initiatives. 


From the report on the XLI mission of the “Aquileia”. 


The Aquileia has just returned from the tiring mission to Derna and would need to be 
tidied up, cleaned and disinfected, but the order was announced to leave immediately. 
Conspicuous supplies are already prepared: a thousand tons of coal, medicines and food, clothing 
for the Army's soldiers. At the same time from the quay and from the sea the boarding of coal 
begins, which must continue day and night without interruption. 

The Director does not hide his concerns at the Command of Marina Bari; not for the 
adventures of that mission, in constant struggle with the sea, nor for that attack which caused the 
risk of an torpedoing. It was known that the torpedo was launched by one of our best pilots, 
already known for successful exploits against enemy ships. The Aquileia, all lit up, with the 
clearly visible green band and the red crosses on the deck of the launches, sailed at slow motion 
under a beautiful moonlight. Evidently the pilot did not understand anything about all those 
signals; he did not recognize the hospital ship and attacked it with the almost absolute certainty 
of seeing it sunk. These were the uncertainties of all the missions of the white ships; others had 
already been attacked or were lost on the minefields. 

What worries the Director of Aquileia is the mystery of certain failures at the dynamo. 
For some weeks they have been repeated with disturbing frequency and in an unclear way. Only 
two remained in efficiency on four dynamos; the other two can not be repaired except in suitable 
workshops, in Naples or in Milan. 
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Under these conditions, also made known to the Ministry, the ship should still face a 
mission that promises to be long and important. The order to leave is confirmed. 

And if during the mission a dynamo again stopped in failure? 

Those dynamos must ensure all the electrical services on board: the lighting of the 
departments and the external lighting of the identification marks, the ventilation, the operation of 
the R. T. station, the bread ovens, the auxiliary service engines. 

The failures had a mysterious character; they only appeared for a few weeks; there was 
no mention of it in previous reports; the Director, recently embarked, had reread all the reports of 
his predecessor without finding any complaint of failures to the dynamo. Why were these ever 
more frequent and just as the ship, after a series of short missions to Albania, began the longest 
and most important missions across the Mediterranean? 

What was happening in the dynamo area? Was there any suspicion of sabotage by the 
electricians, perhaps to stay in the ports for longer? In the imminence of Christmas, did anyone 
hope they would not spend them at sea? 

No plausible explanation was given by the Chief Engineer; in short, a mystery. However, 
orders were mandatory: the mission urgent. Immediate departure for Bardia that was still in our 
power, but seriously threatened. The Aquileia was at that moment the only hospital ship 
available, the closest to the port to be reached and the circumstances did not allow for delays. In 
fact, the Aquileia was the last ship that could evacuate the wounded from Bardia before it fell 
into power of the adversary. So she left in those conditions: she found a stormy sea that 
accompanied her throughout the journey and made it very dangerous the entry maneuver came 
out of that narrow little port located at the extreme limit of the front defended, where they still 
awaited contrariety and difficult moments. 

Started the navigation the Director had the crew collect and made known the difficulty 
deriving from the reduced efficiency of the electrical services, recommending the maximum 
economy in consumption to avoid other complications that would have threatened the safety 
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of the ship in case it was necessary to navigate at night without the required lighting of the hull. 
The most stringent measures were devised to save electricity, and it was also decided to 
put an old coal-fired oven into operation to relieve the dynamos of a high amperage absorbed by 
the electric oven. 
On the second day of navigation there was still a fault in one of the two remaining 
dynamos. The situation appeared very embarrassing. The fact was really serious; but it was 
possible to repair with the means on board. 


From the verbal narration of the Director of the “Aquileia”. 


- It was by pure chance that, interrogating the personnel assigned to the electrical service, 
I came to know the cause of the frequent failures at the dynamo and it is worthwhile to talk about 
it. 

Among the machine officers there was an ingenious and obstinate one. His passion for 
mechanics and inventions was stronger than prudence and, faced with a mechanical problem to 
be solved, he lost sight of his every interest and unfortunately also that of others. 

What did it matter to him about the war, about the mission at Bardia, about the external 
lighting of the hull with the green band and with the crosses of red light bulbs prescribed by the 
Hague Convention? He cared nothing more from the moment he had found an old drawing that 
had fascinated him. It seemed to him a fortune and was instead a disaster for the ship, but he had 
never spoken about it and, faced with the dynamo's failures, he did not think that he was the 
involuntary saboteur. 

It was an application to automatically adjust the number of revolutions of the functioning 
dynamos. This device could have replaced the person who in four hours had to be on guard to 
watch the dynamo. Save a heavy duty guard and solve an applied mechanical problem. How 
beautiful! 

In that old drawing, found in the paperwork of the secretariat [desk], there was an idea to 
put into practice. It seems that the design referred to a device devised by a machine director of 
the times when the ship belonged to the Dutch merchant marine and sailed as a transatlantic for 
passengers. 
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It has not been possible to find out if that Dutch engine director succeeded, if he built and 
tested his automatic regulator and with what results. It is certain that the officer of Aquileia could 
only register failures. After having repeatedly burnt the windings of the dynamo he had not 
stopped in his unhappy experiences; he had stubbornly tried and tried again, until he had 
damaged two of the four dynamos on the eve of a mission that was long and hampered by the 
sea. 

Can you therefore imagine the strangest situations for a Navy doctor? 

We left for Bardia, but what happens to us in Bardia I'll tell you another time. Even that 
one could not write everything in the end of mission report. 


From the report of the XLI mission of the “Aquileia”. 


The Aquileia left Bari on December 12 for its forty-first mission. The weather is good 
and navigation proceeds smoothly. In the departments we work hard for a radical cleaning. 

On the second day the weather is disturbed. The sky is cloudy; strong gusts and dense 
rains already devastate the ship when it changes course to put the bow on Bardia. 

In the morning of the 15 the Aquileia is in alignment with the entrance to the port; but 
the strong wind and the rough sea make you hesitate in front of the narrow entrance. Entering 
Bardia with that weather is truly an act of audacity; it is almost a temerity. Should you try? The 
Director wants you to enter. He has peremptory orders. There is something he does not know, 
but he knows that this mission is very important and urgent. They just gave him time to 
disembark the sick; they did not want to authorize the required repairs; they have supplied him 
with abundant provisions, with trousseau clothing; you can not beat around. At that moment a 
motorboat leaves the entrance of the port, defying the blows of the sea that lift it like a straw; 
maneuver not to be surprised by the breakers and carried alongside. An officer of the C.R.E.M. 
that commands the station of Doslo and by means of a pilot ladder climb aboard. The looks of 
the sailors are all about his robust 
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and strong person. They have already recognized and evaluated his personality: great sailor, and 
that's it. He undertakes to pilot the Aquileia in the daring maneuver. He is a lieutenant of nautical 
services; he spent his youth on the planks of our warships; he has always assisted the 
commanders from his place of maneuver and now he knows perfectly the secrets of that difficult 
and dangerous entry for a large tonnage vessel like the Aquileia. He knows that Bardia is in 
danger; perhaps this is the last chance of evacuation of the wounded; then there is a German 
general and 700 soldiers; there are many prisoners of war. Under his guidance, the Aquileia 
enters with a decisive maneuver, measured by the meter and drops the anchors, immediately 
starting the boarding of wounded by means of barges already prepared. Everything proceeds 
perfectly, but the weather tends to get worse and the permanence of the ship in that port becomes 
more and more dangerous due to the difficult exit maneuver. The Aquileia moors by the stern 
with a long rope cable on the buoy of barriers, keeping the engines always ready. For the strong 
undertow twice break the mooring cables of those adapted side by side,, but without damage to 
the injured. Due to the friction on the buoy ring, the aft cable is also severed and must be 
replaced with another double. 

At 16:25, almost 400 injured were boarded, 200 of which were on stretchers. And the sea 
gets worse, making every operation dangerous, even for the commanded personnel and for the 
ship. It is necessary to leave the port, an unsafe anchorage. The embarkation of the wounded is 
suspended. While maneuvering, two more wounded manage to embark. So there are 581 
hospitalized. At 17:00 the ship departs, meeting bad weather. The barometer has fallen to 756 
mm., The sky is completely covered; the Aquileia immediately abandons itself to a strong pitch. 
An English hospital ship appears on the horizon; it is completely illuminated and its protection 
signals are clearly visible after two hours of navigation with reverse routes. At 23:35 you can see 
it to the left, directed to Tobruk. 

The bad weather continues, with great suffering from the ship, the propellers occasionally 
emerge, causing the engines to crash and give strong vibrations to the hull. For the whole 17" the 
ship still proceeds with labor. At 14:30 she was ordered to take himself to 55 miles for 253° from 
the Navarrino light and to continue for Bari after brief search for shipwrecked men. 


USMM 20 The White Fleet 


Page 183 


At 17:55 cries of alarm: - Man in the sea! 

This is not one of the usual exercises nor a shipwrecked sighted by a lookout: it is a 
German corporal, isolated for epidemic who could open a porthole of the infectious ward and 
threw himself into the sea disappearing almost immediately. Maneuvering with difficulty, put a 
lifeboat into sea, but without result. For the state of the sea and the darkness the launch is taken 
back on board. 

At 21:50 of the 17™ the ship reaches the indicated point; starts the search with the 
projector on and lasts until 23:00 without anything. At that point a ship loaded with prisoners had 
been torpedoed. 

After this night exploration, the Aquileia starts en route to Bari, chased by the still strong 
wind and continually lashed by the rains. On the 19" it passes in sight of Corft: and of Zante; in 
the evening she recognizes the Saseno light: on the morning of the 20" she enters Bari. 

There is a good mood on board, despite the past traverses; there is some hope of spending 
Christmas at home. 

Before the evening comes the order to leave immediately for Benghazi; but supplies are 
in progress and the ship needs work. 

The department heads have compiled long lists of indispensable, non-renewable works; 
among other things, they expect the dynamos repaired... All useless. From the Command there is 
a counter-order: no longer Benghazi, but Valona; just enough, just right, to sail even on 
Christmas Day with 600 infirm returning from Albania. 

Works and parties, after the 26". 


January 1942 


The British offensive remains arrested at Sirte - Supply traffic resumed rapidly - Benghazi reconquered - 
Malta subjected to new hammering - Adventures of the “Virgilio” between the wreckage and the boats of 
the Motorship “Victoria” ... 


When the situation for Italy in the Mediterranean seemed more tragic and the merchant 
navy suffered the most disturbing losses, at the end of 1941 an unexpected change appeared. 

The action of the assault vehicles in Alexandria had immobilized two large battleships: 
Valiant and Q. Elizabeth; Germany 
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had sent 36 submarines to the Mediterranean; the Barham was sunk, the C.V. Ark Royal 
torpedoed; the outbreak of the war in the Pacific made urgent the need to send reinforcements to 
the Far East. The CAT air forces had once again arrived in Italy and the bombing of Malta began 
again, reducing the control of the Mediterranean to 50-60 miles from the island. The British 
offensive remained stopped at Sirte. 

At the beginning of 1942, traffic to northern Africa resumed one of the most favorable 
periods. Throughout the month of January, British aviation operates with great activity, but the 
naval forces available to protect traffic to Malta are very small. Throughout the month of 
January, few Italian steamers are lost. At the end of the month Benghazi has recovered and large 
sandstorms hinder the operations of land and air. 

The health conditions in Libya are somewhat militarized, but enteric affections, epidemic 
jaundice and diphtheria continue. 

In Albania and Greece, nephritis, typhoid fever and enterocolitis, tuberculosis and pleural 
affections are resumed. On all fronts the injured are numerous and reach high percentages among 
the repatriates. 

Orders of operations are given to all hospital ships. 

In Libia Gradisca, Aquileia, Arno each perform a mission, Virgilio accomplishes two; in 
Albania Gradisca and Sicilia perform a mission each; in Greece, Toscana makes two. 

The Aquileia is surprised by a storm, Virgilio is hijacked by an English naval formation, 
but disengaged by taking advantage of stormy weather. Sent in search of Victoria's castaways, 
save the crew of a British torpedo bomber that hit the ship. 


From the report of the XV mission of the “Virgilio“. 


Virgilio had remained for 10 days in Naples; the 17" had left for Augusta. During the trip 
she had had an unexpected adventure. Shortly after P. Campanella, while sailing in sight of the 
coast, about 3 miles for the bearing of 205° on 1,000 meters of depth, at 18:05 the hull had been 
shaken violently by the explosion of an underwater device. A magnetic torpedo? 
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On the sea there was a MAS type torpedo boat; she sailed to starboard Virgilio for 45° 
and made no signal. 

The Virgilio had already been tested by dangerous events. Immediately, all the 
accessible premises of the living structure were inspected and probed without any infiltration; 
upon arrival at Augusta on the 18" a visit to the hull was requested and was carried out by a 
diver without any injury. 

On the 22™ she was ordered to be ready to leave in 2 hours; at 19:30, of the 23" order to 
get ready immediately for departure; at 20:15 the Command of Marina Augusta communicated 
to the Virgilio: 

“The ship starts immediately at the maximum allowed speed. From point to 6 miles from 
the exit, head for point 33° 30'N - 17 ° 40'E". 

At 21:00 the Virgilio was out of the bay and directed at maximum speed towards the 
indicated point. 

At 07:45 on the 24" a radio message arrives from Supermarina Rome: “Seek 
shipwrecked area delimited parallel 33° 20' - 33° 40' and meridians 17° 30'— 17° 50’. 

The Virgilio arrives in the area indicated at 17:25 and begins the search; before nightfall 
she sees and approach 5 launches. They are completely empty. They belong to the Motorship 
Victoria. After the boats there are also some rafts, also empty. 

At 18:00 a pneumatic raft is sighted in the point 33° 24' N- 17° 46' E. On board there are 
3 people. A C.C. [Naval Lt. Commander] pilot, a T. [Lieutenant] observer and a S.U.R.T. 
[radioman] all three English. 

They landed in the sea the night before, but are in good condition. As soon as they arrive 
on board, the c.c. [Naval Lt. Commander] pilot recommends to others not to talk too much; but 
some news can be had. They report that they attacked at 23:00 an Italian convoy made up of 
numerous transport and escorted by at least 7 DD. According to the pilot's statements, he had 
unhooked a torpedo from a distance of about 800 meters against a ship with two chimneys 
shortly after 19:00, but can not claim to have hit her, having been knocked down by the anti- 
aircraft fire of our destroyers right in the same moment of release. They do not want to give more 
news. 

-. Look, look, - say aboard the Virgilio - We are here looking for the shipwrecked, there 
is a collection of rafts and empty boats and these three gentlemen quietly, not in a Victoria boat, 
but on their raft made in England , and it is precisely those who have launched ... 
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Gatta ci cova! [basically "I smell a rat!" or "something's fishy!"] How come they were 
not taken on board together with our shipwrecked? How come they did not see them, or were 
they not recognized? They certainly did not wait for the Virgilio. 

Meanwhile, Virgilio continues her explorations. During the night it runs in all directions 
the zone between the parallels 33° 20'- 33° 40' N and meridians 17° 30'— 17° 50', proceeding 
with the left engine only and maneuvering the hooded projector in all directions. 

At the dawn of the 25" starts again with the two engines and continues the search 
navigating 10 miles. She still finds boats of the same type as those encountered the day before, a 
small boat with a large semi-destroyed life buoy alongside, 18 rafts. All means of rescue in use 
on Italian ships, all belonging to the Motorship Victoria, all empty. 

Evidently the escort ships took the shipwrecked on board. And those three English 
airmen? 

At 10:40 of the 25" Supermarina communicates: 

“Keep searching until sunset tomorrow the 26". Then go to Tripoli so that you can reach 
at 10:00 hours the 27" current”. 

The Virgilio continues the patrols. A little after 17:00 passes through a wide patch of 
naphtha; for a quarter of an hour it navigates in the middle of wreckage and bodies kept afloat by 
life preserver, but can not proceed to search for the unfavorable conditions of the sea. He also 
sighted an empty Victoria launch. She covers the most Eastern part of the indicated area when, 
around 12:00, it sees a formation of English ships. They are the two ships, painted in dark gray, 
not camouflaged; 7 of medium tonnage, seem light cruisers; two are larger than two chimneys; 
then there are two steamers and an oil tanker. Three of the smallest that seem to be of the 
Arethuse type come out of the formation and direct towards the Virgilio who has raised her 
name. One of them advances signaling: "try to get closer". 

The point is 33° 36' N — 17° 53' E. 

- We are here - says the Director - Visit of control and application of the Art. 12 of the 
Hague Convention. They will ask for the delivery of the three survivors. 

- Here is the mystery explained. The three English knew that their ships were close and 
waiting to be recovered. Good soldiers; 
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they tried to go unnoticed for not being taken prisoner by a hospital ship. 

- And if instead they were afraid of being killed in sea ... 

- No, no! We can not, we must not think about it. Even ours would have done so. They 
certainly hoped to be found and recovered from some ships or some British aircraft. 

A radio message is delivered to the Director. It comes from Supermarina Rome: “Direct 
Tripoli immediately”. 

One of the three British ships, about 3 miles from Virgilio, raises signal flags and the 
understandable signal at 2/3 while the hospital ship keeps its name raised previously; but the 
smoke produced by the three English ships makes it difficult to interpret their signal. 

- A nice mess - they say in the bridge. 

- Complete the Supermarina order - says the Director of Virgilio. 

The Virgilio turns putting the bow towards the other English ships and follows them at 
reduced speed, more and more reduced, until at 14:30 they are no longer seen. Then reverse the 
route and at full speed it heads towards Tripoli. The weather is much worse; high sea and strong 
wind, foggy and overcast sky decrease visibility. Virgilio has found a way to disengage without 
lessening the war demands of the adversary and without transgressing the Supermarina order, 

How could that signal be interpreted with all that smoke? 

And those poor airmen? Taken prisoner by a hospital ship, a few miles from the English 
fleet! 

The weather worsens continuously. The 27" at 12:00 the ship is in front of Tripoli. 
Attempts to enter the port, but maneuvering in front of it by the violent gusts make it impossible 
to manage the ship, despite having given dropped anchor. When it begins to set sail, a two-length 
chain link is broken under a sharp pitch and the anchor is lost. With the pilot on board he 
manages to get clear and remains heaved to until the morning of the 29". Finally she can embark 
the repatriates and leave again with 800 patients, haunted by bad weather conditions until she 
gets under the coast of Sicily. 
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When she returns to Augusta, under strong gusts of wind, it moors with chains, steel 
cables and cables of Manila, but the wind is getting more and more impetuous and suddenly all 
the stern moorings are broken: a chain of 41.5 mm. of caliber, two steel cables of 16 cm. of 
circumference, two cables of Manila of cm. 22. 

- A wind blowing - you can hear shouting on the deck, - A cyclone! The ship, freed from 
the stern mooring, begins to run out to the left and is in serious danger. Will it be able to 
withstand only the forward berth? And how far will those hasty gusts drag her? 

The Virgilio asks for help from the Harbor Office; three tugboats come alongside while 
the engines are ready for the maneuver, but meanwhile the barriers' networks are hit by the left 
side; the connecting cable to the buoy is dragged away together with the net that is caught in the 
propellers. One of the tugboats managed to free them, and the Virgilio can drop anchor in the 
center of the harbor. There it orients itself with the prow to the wind. The maneuvering point has 
just ceased when the wind quickly gives way to the most complete calm. 


February 1942 


Great counter-offensive in Cyrenaica - Malta's aircraft still control an extended range, but supplies from the 
island are very limited - hospital ships parked for work - The “Laurana” fights with the desert wind to find 
the survivors. 


In Cyrenaica the great offensive of the Axis is accentuated. Barce is quickly overtaken; 
the English forces are pursued with an advance to E of Cyrene. The 5" Derna is passed, the 6" 
Ain el Gazala; the Oasis of Gialo is reoccupied, 

From Malta continues the stubborn action of the airplanes for a radius of 350 miles that 
leaves a narrow corridor to W, near the Tunisian coast and a longer but less dangerous route that 
passes near the Greek coast under the anti-aircraft and anti-submarine protection. 

But the resources of Malta are now small and very few supplies can reach, while the 
bombardments by the German and Italian aircraft paralyze it and a large minefield blocks the 
port of Valletta. Now Italian ships can go very close to Malta, because the supply convoy 
attempted from the Levant in the middle of February is rejected. Also due to the bombardments 
of the ports are much diminished and reduced to few raids on Tripoli, Benghazi and Messina. 
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Operations orders to hospital ships are less frequent than in the past months. 

Arno, Aquileia and Sicilia are parked for repair and improvement work; Gradisca is 
preparing for a prisoner exchange mission to Turkey. 

In Libya, the Aquileia completes two missions; Laurana is sent in search of the survivors 
of a sunken steamer. In Albania, Sicilia does a mission; the Toscana does one in Greece. 

On the 30" the work of transformation of the City of Trapani, a medium tonnage ship, 
destined for missions to Libya and the Sicilian Channel, has been completed. 


From the diary of N. O.S. “Laurana”. 


The Laurana was a small ship of the hospital fleet. Guarded in the Sicilian Channel, 
usually located in Zuara, always ready in 1/2 hour and immediately ordered to leave the area 
reported, to the rescue of shipwrecked, especially those belonging to damaged aircraft. 

On 6 February she was given one of the usual orders of operations: 

“Depart for rescue of damage national air transport at 10 miles for 314° from Tripoli”. 

At 13:10, the Laurana left at full strength and in thirty minutes it was on the indicated 
point. Almost immediately she met a rescue flying boat in flight; at 15:40 sighted two other 
rescue flying boat at sea and directed on the spot reaching them at 16:17 at the estimated point 
33° 23'N - 12° 24'E. 

The two rescue flying boats were damaged. Scrap and abandoned lifesaving equipment 
was scattered over the sea in a patch of gas rapidly expanding in all directions. 

The Laurana put a motorboat and a rowing lifeboat; recovered 13 men in good condition, 
already taken on board the rescue flying boat, and 12 bodies. There were 5 people missing, one 
of the crew and 4 passengers. 

Of the two damaged flying boats one managed to take off, returning to the headquarters, 
the other, at the request of the crew, was taken in tow. 

At 18:40, after other patrols in the area, the Laurana withdrew the boats on board and at 
22:53 she set off on the landing route to Sidi Ali. 
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« LAURANA » 
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An easy mission similar to many other precedents, in which the Laurana had been able to 
save shipwrecked from aircraft damage or killed in combat. 

But it was not always all that way. 

On the evening of the 27" the Laurana had been in Zuara for almost three weeks when an 
important order was received: 

“Search shipwrecked SS Tembien torpedoed 24 miles by 26° from Tripoli’. 

At 21:30 Laurana had started at the maximum speed towards the indicated position. His 
engines, after repeated failures that sometimes forced him to interrupt navigation, were in full 
working order 

A few minutes after midnight she was in the marked area and began patrolling with the 
projector on. 

From the tiny ship the sea was scrutinized from every side. From time to time the engines 
were stopped, but you could not see, you could not hear that the rough sea and the breath of the 
hot wind that carried wide clouds of reddish sand, limiting visibility and hindering the search. 

On the sea there were traces of naphtha. That naphtha was like the blood of the struck 
ships; in some places it was so abundant and so widely dispersed that it denounced the area of a 
recent disaster, but for a radius of a few miles already traveled on that spot, one had not yet seen 
a castaway, nor a corpse, a raft, a life preserver, only a wooden scrap that could not be identified. 
The impetuous wind had already dispersed the floating debris and unfortunately also the rescue 
means and the survivors. It was necessary to look for them and the Laurana ran behind the wind 
with its projector on. 

At 03:05 on the 28" two torpedo boats were met and approached with light signals, but 
could not communicate useful indications. At the first light of dawn, another torpedo boat on 
patrol had asked Laurana for her name. At 09:15 a rescue plane had passed by, flying over the 
ship and heading north, but visibility was reduced to a few tens of meters. 

Meanwhile Marilibia asked for information: 

"Laurana give news" and the Laurana replied: 

"Unsuccessful searches”. 
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The plane that had flown over the ship had communicated some indication to its 
Command and this had informed Marilibia and Marilibia to the Laurana: 

“The Rescue aircraft communicates shipwrecked in the sea on the survey 308° from 
Castelbenito". 

The usual chain of authority, some precious time already lost. At 10:36 the Laurana 
directed at full strength on the position indicated. 

The Laurana to rescue aircraft: 

"Do you have anything for me?”. 

The Laurana to the plane: 

"Fly over and direct me to the area.” 

The plane at 11:10: 

"Because visibility impossible to remain area; returning." 

The Laurana wandered without specific directions. The wind increased and thus 
decreased the chances of reaching some means of rescue the shipwrecked adrift. She called 
Marilibia again: 

“11:24 hours. On the detection communicated by the plane ". 

"12:10 hours. Wish to communicate detecting and distance shipwrecked from Tripoli". 

“12.36 hours. From Marilibia to Laurana. Shipwrecks find yourself to north of your last 
position. Direct and explore this area. I will proceed to position”. 

What did he mean? 

Laurana definitely headed for the North. The weather conditions were even worse. The 
wind was reinforced; the sea had risen; a brick-red powder had covered the superstructures and 
penetrated the covered passages and interior rooms. The Laurana, with its small light hull, rolled 
scrambled and battered; if that wind increased, the return would have been a difficult problem. 

At 13:11 Marilibia to Laurana: 

"Rescue aircraft communicates in the Area about 14 miles from Tripoli and 4 miles from 
the land notices big stain naphtha. In the North, this area finds shipwrecked among numerous 
wreckage". 

But the Laurana has already patrolled that area and has not seen anything. He returns to it 
by intensifying her search and enlarging the range of patrols. 
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At 14:00 she is on the estimated point 37° 57' N -13° 48' E in a very wide spreading 
naphtha, but of low density; this stain is different from the one previously encountered; Laurana 
still insists in searching with great difficulty; the wind is still increased in strength and hinders 
the maneuvers. 

Marilibia again calls the Luarana: 

“Following previous communications. Set sail to return Tripoli before night." 

On board included. The order to stop the mission was already planned. 

The Ghibli, the desert wind. 

A gale from SW threatened communications. Meteorological observers were announcing 
a storm of unusual violence that Laurana could not face. The ship sailed to Tripoli after traveling 
180 miles without tracking down the shipwrecked it was looking for. 

Clouds of sand surrounded her in a sinister light that was red as a red-hot reflection. The 
visibility was so small that it did not even allow the recognition of the coast to put the safety 
route and enter the port. Laurana was forced to ask for the lighting of the Tripoli lighthouse from 
17:10 to 17:40 and she could barely recognize it as a faint glow of blood. 

That mission without result, interrupted by the Ghibli, was resumed as soon as the 
weather began to improve. The Laurana remained in port for the entire day of 10 March, under 
the whirlwind of sand; the following day he had the order to restart: 

“Start immediately to perform the noted mission, then return Zuara”. The weather has 
improved; some airplanes have been able to start on a reconnaissance and expect their reports 
until 12:30. They report seeing spotting of naphtha. 

At 13°45 Laurana leaves at full speed, leaping on the waves, shuddering under the 
vibrations of the engines; arrives in the area at 15:40. 

In an estimated position 32° 58' N - 12° 48' E it meets an extensive patch of naphtha 
which crosses for SSW for 4 miles, then joining for WSW up to about 7 miles for NNW from 
Marsa Zita. 

All that area must be patrolled. At 16:00 a stowed hatchboard marked in red S. 14 is 
sighted. Neither shipwrecked nor rafts; not even scrap, not even bodies. 
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At 17:00 the Laurana had the order come back. 

What had happened to the Tembien’s castaways? 

The desert wind had certainly hit the rafts and lifeboats; had it dispersed them, taking 
them from the area of the shipwreck, spread out in a cloud of sand, removing them from the 
searches of the planes and the Laurana, isolating them and spreading them out quickly. 

For how long the survivors could resist on rafts or boats? 

When the Laurana was ordered to return, escaping the storm that was advancing from the 
desert, everything had ended up on the sea and nobody could know the events of those 
shipwrecked brought far away, torn away from the boats and rafts in that opaque whirl of red 
dust, while a small white ship looked for them and faced every risk to find them. 


March 1942 


Static situation in war operations in North Africa - Malta resupplied - Limited activity of hospital ships — 
“The Citta di Trapani” performs her first mission - The ''Arno" to rescue shipwrecked - Race for the 
castaways of the “Lanciere”’. 


War activity in North Africa is very limited. On the Cyrenaica front, exploring patrols 
and some rejected local attacks. Few bombings on Tripoli, Rhodes, Samos and Athens. 

Malta is reduced to very critical conditions and an attempt to supply from the eastern 
Mediterranean is frustrated by attacks by Italian-German aircraft. On the 21“ a convoy of fast 
transports with an escort of light cruisers and a squadron of destroyers is sighted. One of our 
naval formations with a battleship, 3 cruisers and a destroyer squadron went to attack him with 
an effective air cooperation. 

That was an urgent attempt because Malta had been stuck for two months and could no 
longer resist. Of five steamers left, only one managed to land her cargo in Malta. Two of the 
Italian destroyers, Scirocco and Lanciere, were lost at sea. The Arno was sent to search for the 
SUrVIVOTS 
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and with daring maneuvers and courageous acts of the crew, he could recover them. 
The Virgilio and Citta di Trapani each perform a mission to Libya; Sicilia performs one 
to the Aegean islands; the Toscana complete two to Albania. 


From the diary and the report on the XXXII mission of the Arno. 


On 22 March the Arno is in Augusta, moored in the fence barrier. She has orders to keep 
herself ready to move in 3 hours. 

At: 12:00 of the 23™ she receives the order of operation: 

“Start immediately for point 33° 35',N,-,17° 13' E”. 

By now it seemed that the missions for shipwrecked rescues were a special privilege of 
the Arno. Already in the previous mission she had to divert twice for similar orders: on 9 
December she had just left the dangerous area of Benghazi with 510 injured and sick and was on 
his way to the Strait of Messina when, at 22:25, she received a Supermarina order: 

“Head for Navarino to recovery any shipwrecked”. 

She had modified the route and directed at the maximum speed on the indicated point 
announcing the arrival for the 19:00 of the 10" and asking for instructions for landing. She had 
been told that a tugboat with related orders would be waiting outside the harbor. But the tugboat 
had not arrived at the convention and the Arno hesitated to approach the coast. Later a signal of 
the traffic light warned that the tugboat was waiting near Cape Natoni. From the ground, by 
means of the Arno’s launch, 166 war wounded were boarded and then 106 shipwrecked, mostly 
belonging to the enemy army, survivors of the Motor-ship Veniero, sunk by torpedo about 40 
hours before; British, South African, New Zealand and black troops, including several injured for 
trauma reported at the time of the torpedoing and many dysentery. 

Since there were no more rooms available, the castaways were admitted partly in the 
refectory, partly in the he operating room, some in the surgical wards where they were already 
settled English prisoners embarked in Benghazi. To offer everyone a suitable accommodation, 
the less serious sick Italians were transferred to the nursing detachments, which, with generous 
enthusiasm, had given up their seats by sleeping on the ground. 
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With such crowding on board, the ship had left to explore for the search for other 
shipwrecked people. 

On the morning of the 12", after long searches between wreckage and empty rafts, an 
isolated shipwreck was sighted, on a raft: a German soldier coming from the SS. Calitea, who, 
after being conveniently rescued and revived, claimed to be the last survivor of a group that had 
taken possession of the raft and that almost all the survivors of the other rafts had been recovered 
by a torpedo escort, after the accident occurred at 16:20 on the 11". His raft had not been 
discovered and the said torpedo was immediately removed with the other recovered 
shipwrecked. He would have been able to resist without nourishment, without water to drink, 
exposed to the cold on the bottom of the raft, almost submerged almost to his shoulders. 

The Arno arrived with that load in Naples just in time for a violent bombing of the port, 
but that time she could remain completely unharmed. 

She had recently completed a period of work when the Command of Marina Naples had 
informed her of the order to reach Augusta and there was waiting, ready, as we said in 3 hours. 
Time passed and the weather conditions seemed to have stabilized: the possibility of a short rest 
for the crew loomed. But here comes on the 23™ the order of departure for the point 33° 35' N — 
17° 15' E, departure that occurred under the raging of a sudden storm that made it difficult to 
unmoor between the obstructions and the nets of the barrier. 

“To assist the DD. Lanciere” said the sealed order opened during navigation, under the 
gusts of wind that shook the ship and kept the deck almost constantly flooded. 

Assistance to the destroyer, Lanciere. Many wondered how a destroyer could withstand 
such weather. Was she in danger? Were there any survivors who could bear such a violent sea? 

Unfortunately, the Lanciere and the Scirocco had disappeared, lost by force of the sea. 

They were part of a naval force that had met an enemy convoy bound for Malta and 
protected by British cruisers and destroyers. 
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The story of that clash was later narrated by an English novelist who, at propaganda and 
art, sacrificed not a few aspects of reality and thus rendered justice to the valor of our own, all 
the more wonderfully frustrated by the bad fate. Those two destroyers had had freedom to 
maneuver for the bad weather a wild scirocco storm, unbearable for two light hulls; and the sea 
had persecuted evil with malign violence, overwhelming them in the abyss of two thousand feet 
under water. 

The Arno therefore went towards the indicated point with very little hope of finding 
traces of the survivors. 

The adverse sea bumped brutally against the ship, forcing it to a reduced speed, 
threatening the integrity of the superstructures, sweeping the bridge deck, shattering the hospital 
accommodations. 

And on board they kept asking themselves what the Arno could do; if it were possible to 
sight floats and shipwrecked men with that fog that almost canceled out all visibility; if it were 
admissible that someone could have resisted in the sea on rafts or on some boats. 

- Shipwreck? This time we really will not find anyone anymore. 

At dawn on the 26" the Arno was on the indicated point. But a point at sea is an area and, 
with that time, who could know where the wreckage, rafts and launches had been dragged? 

In fact, the whole day passed without any trace of the shipwreck being seen in that 
disturbed sea. 

But the castaways were there, and they fought and resisted. 

At about 22:00 some lookouts heard a cry in the distance, in complete darkness, and the 
projectors, swiftly tilted, managed to focus their rays on a float: a raft with 4 shipwrecks 
appeared and disappeared in the waves a few hundred meters from the bow. 

A miracle! A true miracle that could still be alive. 

Come on now, take them right away. A few minutes late could perhaps cancel the lucky, 
mind-blowing possibility. 

To put a lifeboat into the sea: a daring maneuver; but the ship could present itself to the 
wind and the sea in order to succeed. People who dared and managed to maneuver with that sea 
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a boat: on board the Arno was there and was ready. An officer and a boatswain faced the risk 
with serenity and skill. To the oars, of the high class sailors. 

Motor launch could not have served for such an act of audacity. We needed the classic 
lifeboat from the bow and stern tall and slender, with the air tanks that made it unsinkable, and 
arms and oars that formed a whole united, obedient, suitable for a fight of great maritime style. 
The raft was reached, the shipwrecked were transshipped; everything was recovered on board. A 
great victory: a victory of resistance, of skill and of courage, of solidarity and of brotherhood as 
only at sea can be conceived and can be implemented. 

"There must be others," said the shipwrecked as soon as they could speak. And this 
declaration was enough for the Arno to resume the difficult nocturnal explorations, despite the 
worsening of atmospheric conditions. 

In fact at 23:00 other cries are heard by the lookouts in the bow. The projectors search, 
rummage in the thick darkness and another raft, even this with 4 shipwrecked, is illuminated for 
a moment. It's like a phantom appearance. Someone has the doubt of having been deceived. A 
collective hallucination: the image of the first raft encountered has perhaps remained fixed in the 
anxious eyes as the most improbable, most inadmissible, but true? 

- Here they are, here they are; another raft with four others; there, there under the beam of 
light, to starboard! 

It was not a hallucination; everyone could see them. Clinging to the edge of the raft, 
close, almost embracing one another, they waited, certain now of salvation. 

To put down a lifeboat again was too risky. How to recover them? 

The Arno maneuvers prudently, but with magnificent precision. 

She approaches decidedly towards the raft with a perfect and vigilant move and manages 
to put it under the wind a few tens of meters; then let the waves take him sideways, let the wind 
make her run out and carry her to the raft. At the right moment, a coachman goes overboard with 
a biscay: he is suspended on the raft, he reaches it, he manages to harness the four castaways 
with the raft and everything. 

A second victory, even more spectacular than the first. 
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And the Arno continues her search; she resumes her searches. 

The projectors again looking far, near, to starboard, left. It is a lucky night; night of 
challenges for the most ardent seafaring spirit; night of miraculous deeds that will then be told to 
other stunned and moved sailors; that will light new flames of generosity in the tradition of the 
sea; a night that should not end, because other legendary deeds can be told. 

At 07:25 another raft is under the light of the projector; appeared suddenly, without a 
call, without a cry .. A single castaway and lying, abandoned at the bottom of the raft, almost 
submerged. 

He repeats the maneuver and another helmsman engages in the ordeal. The raft and 
castaway are harnessed and hoisted on board. 

He is a young brown, curly, pale, cold, inert, arrived on the Arno only to die. Prolonged 
artificial respiration, frictions and exciters, adrenaline injections in the myocardium, hot 
applications, massages are not beneficial. That poor heart does not react anymore; perhaps even 
the emotion of the rescue has precipitated the catastrophe. Everyone would like to give him some 
of his life, a breath of his, a heartbeat of his heart. A few weak moans for a minute is the last 
thread of hope for doctors, nurses and nurses who would save him at any cost. 

The other 8 recovered; were struck by traumatic shock, exhausted by efforts to balance 
themselves and resist those battered rafts swept by the sea; frozen, with the cyanotic and cold 
limbs, for which death already pressed insidiously toward tired and worn-out hearts; thirsty and 
prey to toxic facts with nephritis and general prostration. When they could be questioned, they 
narrated the events of that dramatic fight on the sea. 

All the eight rescued belonged to the DD. Lanciere, shipwrecked at 10:00 and 23:00 due 
to the waves overturned in the engines and infiltrated in the naphtha deposits. The Lanciere had 
to stop and the immobilization had been its end; impossible maneuver to resist the sea that had 
overwhelmed and submerged in a few minutes. Only eight had been saved: two officers, a non- 
commissioned officer and five sailors. 

Following the indications of these, the Arno continued the search until the morning of the 
28". Empty rafts, naphtha stains, innumerable 
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flights of cork fragments, some scrap; nothing else was found. 

Few castaways of the Lanciere, none from the Scirocco. The result of the mission was 
not conspicuous; but a flame of enthusiasm lit up and vibrated on the Arno as if the soul of the 
vessel were exulting in a heartbeat of love. 

A more romantic story could be realized of that mission to the rescue of the castaways of 
the Lanciere 

Yes: it could happen. It was the rescue of the shipwrecked of the Diana. 


April 1942 


Lack of warfare on all fronts - The “Gradisca” performs the first mission to Turkey for the exchange of 
prisoners - The “Aquileia” diverted by small lights they call chimerical - Rescues, romance. 


The military operations seem almost suspended on all fronts of the Mediterranean. 

Sandstorms limit or prevent air activity and any other warfare initiative in Cyrenaica. A 
recovery of more decisive actions is being prepared on both sides. 

The Italian Navy is still constrained by the lack of fuel and Malta has resumed its 
autonomy after the recent re-supply. 

It tries to prepare a further development of operations in Cyrenaica and a combined 
action to occupy Malta, but the question: fuels does not allow to reach conclusive projects. 

Some bombing hits Catania. 

Evidently the opponent keeps all his resources available for the moment in which the 
operations in Libya must be resumed with some important objective. 

At the Greek coast some Italian convoys are attacked and some steamships are sunk. 

Also the activity of hospital ships is rather limited. The Toscana is parked in Bari; The 
Arno and Virgilio are parked in Augsburg. The Aquileia and the Citta di Trapani each perform 
two missions to Libya. The Sicilia performs one to Dalmatia and one to Greece. 
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The Gradisca is sent to Turkey, to Smyrna, for an exchange of invalid prisoners. Meta, Epomeo 
and Capri are ready in 2 hour at the locations assigned for rescues in the Sicilian Channel. The 
Laurana is sent in search of shipwrecked. 


From the report of the XLVI mission of the “Aquileia”. 


The Aquileia spent more than a month in Naples for improvements and repairs; on the 
evening of March 30", she leaves for Tripoli. The sea is rough, but navigation proceeds 
smoothly. The evening of the 31“ passes the Strait of Messina. Someone from aboard looked 
towards the coast of Villa S. Giovanni, from Reggio, Pellaro, looking in vain for the lights of the 
peacetime that created glittering constellations, bright pulses; who seemed to be looking at the 
sailors with benign smiles. Complete blackout. 

The Aquileia with its lights lit passed as a call to life, to harmony, between those already 
troubled shores. 

Leaving the Strait, she had made her way on the route to Tripoli, when a lookout in the 
crow's nest pointed the binoculars on the starboard. 

A small light had lit for a moment. 

- Red signal to starboard - he shouted to the bridge. 

- Red signal for 135° - repeated voices of the bridge command, 

In fact, a small light emerged from time to time in the waves. It seemed far away, it 
seemed close; everyone looked. It was 22:55. A boat? Castaways? 

The engines of the Aquileia were arrested to reverse the route and direct to the spot of 
sighted light; but the little light had disappeared. An illusion? Nothing more; darkness and rough 
sea. 

The projector began to explore. It could not have been an illusion. Someone was at sea a 
short distance away. The red light had been followed for a few moments, but enough to evaluate 
the displacement with respect to the ship, before the approach. Where was he then? The projector 
was looking for. The beam of light moved and returned to that spot glimpsed, it persisted on 
those small areas, but the binoculars searched unnecessarily. 

Half an hour of search was not enough; yet they were there. They certainly saw the 
illuminated ship. The beam of light that sought them had rekindled the hope of being picked up 
by that white ship that had noticed them, that had stopped there for them and had to 
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find them ... How long would you look for them? What if she could not find out? The mist, the 
rough sea, could prevent it; and then they would see the Aquileia get back on course, turn off the 
projector and gradually fade away; and they would be left alone, to struggle again, with the last 
resources. 

- Here it is, here it is! under the light of the projector: there is a boat. 

- It's a raft or a pneumatic boat. 

Someone had seen; someone was still looking for the binoculars on the illuminated sea 
area. 

The projector remained fixed on something that the waves discovered and covered; 
finally everyone could see. 

Four men were tight, like a bunch, on the edge of a pneumatic boat at the mercy of the 
waves; a small compact and silent group. An arm rose from the group, with a gesture that 
sounded like a greeting to Aquileia. 

A launch was removed with rescue personnel and the survivors were recovered and 
brought on board in the light of the projector; also the boats were recovered and hoisted with the 
motor. Then the Aquileia resumed her course. 

- Four English from R.A.F .; two radio telegraphs, a pilot and an observer - said the guard 
on duty after having them interrogated and examined. 

They were not injured, but were admitted to the officers' department, refreshed and left to 
rest. They appeared tired and morally prostrated, sad and mortified. Their story was one of the 
many similar of this war on the sea. It was not the rescue they had hoped for. Probably added in 
the Lost, they had missed the goal that had been assigned to them, but thanks to the look of a 
lookout of the Aquileia, that story could be told. Many other stories have been ignored. 

They said they had been on the sea for about 24 hours, saved with the rubber boat 
attached to the plane. Having left Gibraltar for Malta, they had not found their destination 
because of the fog and, after an hour of useless flight, consumed all the fuel, they had to ditch. 
The plane, of land model, immediately sunk. They had asked for help with an S O S to Malta 
while they were still in flight, and they were waiting, hopeless now to be found by a plane or 
some British ship. 

Nobody wanted to declare what kind of aircraft they belonged to, 
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they flew in isolation or not and not even the date of departure from their base. They only said 
they had done 8 hours of flight and had fallen into the sea at 22:00 on the 29", 

Perhaps those statements did not answer the truth; perhaps the aircraft had been launched 
by a CV. This was one of the ways used to supply aircraft to Malta. But on the Aquileia one 
could not insist on an interrogation that would have given the rescue the appearance of capture. 
Their personal objects and their documents were closed in parade and leaded envelopes; the 
department in which they were found was guarded. Upon arrival in Tripoli, the four castaways 
were handed over to the military command. From that moment the captivity actually began for 
them. 

Where will they be? Will they still remember the Aquileia? 

It had been a fortuitous meeting. If Aquileia had passed a few hundred meters farther 
from the castaways, or if they had not had that last ephemeral light signal at their disposal, the 
hospital ship would have ignored them. 

How long could they resist in which no rubber drift boats on the rough sea? 

Perhaps one day those boats would not have been picked up like an abandoned float, or 
with the body of the last survivor. 

So it had happened to another boat. The Aquileia was to meet it in an upcoming mission. 


From the diary of N.O. “Gradisca”’. 


On April 4, the Gradisca leaves Bari with special instructions from the Marine Taranto 
Command. This is not one of the usual periodic missions to Albania or Greece, nor a rescue of 
castaways. The ship has been parked for a few weeks, and has embarked 60 disabled war 
prisoners and 60 health servicemen of the British armed forces; he will have to transport them to 
Smyrna where she will meet with the British hospital ship Llandovery Castle, who will arrive 
there carrying 919 Italian repatriates from the British hospitals and the concentration camps of 
the Suez, Ismailia and Palestine area. 

It is the first time that an exchange of prisoners is carried out by hospital ships in a 
neutral port, during hostilities. 

The Hague Convention had not provided for such a means of 
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return; it was prepared for the involvement of the International Committee of the R. C., through 
the Swiss Government and with the absence of the two Italian and British Governments. 

This is a new event in the history of hospital ships and the maritime war, which 
demonstrates how the sea represents an always open way, even during the operations of war, for 
the return and exchange of protected personnel and victims of war. 

The whole program and the ceremonial for this exchange have been studied in detail and 
summarized in the instructions given to the Director of Gradisca before departure and 
communicated to the Turkish Government. Military and civil authorities of Turkey and official 
representatives of the International Committee of the R.C. they will have to participate as 
intermediaries in exchange transactions. The Director of Gradisca will have to answer for the 
exact execution of the fixed clauses, the operations of disembarkation of the prisoners and the 
embarkation of the repatriates; as R. Commission representative of the Italian Government and 
as head of all services of the hospital ship. 

In fact, the Gradisca leaves from Bari at 14:00 of April 4 in regular order. Every person 
on board must have his assigned post, must know the provisions for all emergencies and must 
complete the prescribed exercises as soon as possible, without exceptions, including the Delegate 
of I. R.C. 

Fire stations, meeting place for abandonment of the ship, man at sea, transport of 
stretchers etc.; collective exercises started the day after departure. 

II 6 Gradisca passes through the Cerigotto canal. The sea is slightly moved by NW; at 
23:00 an illuminated ship can be seen on the horizon. It is the British N.O. Llandovery Castle, 
which has arrived and passed by the Gradisca. An exchange of signals takes place at the meeting 
of the two ships; it is the exchange of names; the two hospital ships present themselves and 
recognize each other; but the Gradisca continues its course without changing the speed. The 
Gradisca is old, but keeps to punctuality and wants to arrive at the time fixed in the instructions; 
neither before nor after. 

On the morning of the 7", the Gradisca makes his point: 38° 43' N - 26° 25' 16" E. At 
11:00 she is at the light of the I. Chustan, from a Turkish motorboat she transfers the pilot and 
the ship continues in the G. of 
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of Izmir. Together with the pilot, two Turkish officers are boarded, one of whom is a Navy 
Frigate Captain [Commander]. Talks are held during the navigation to fix the details of the 
exchange operations in Smyrna. 

At 14:00 the Gradisca drops anchor at the entrance to the port. 

At 16:00 the Llandovery Castle arrives; it is 2 hours late. 

Immediately the visits of the Turkish authorities begin, including the Chief of Staff and 
the Commander of the Smirne Army Corps: the Gradisca Director returns visits to the ground. In 
the evening the delegate of the I. C. R. C. boarded on the British hospital ship and agreement 
with the colleague boarded on the Gradisca are fixed the modalities of the exchange. 

According to the methods established and according to the instructions, the exchange 
should take place in installments of 300 - 350 a day, in order to provide for an indispensable 
reclamation of Italian repatriates; but the British hospital ship has the order to disembark them en 
masse having to leave again the next day at 14:00, so that the exchange must take place in the 
8:00 am, in 3 great waves on pontoons and boats made available by the Turkish authorities. 
There are serious difficulties for the Gradisca, given the number of Italian repatriates, but are 
overcome by careful preparation during the night, on the basis of lists and tables previously 
requested from the English ship. 

After the exchange took place, the Turkish authorities allowed the visit to the naval clerk 
and to the Consul General of Italy, to the representatives of the Italian Colony and of the Red 
Crescent which brought gifts to the repatriates. 

The exchange program had provided for a stay in port of 24 hours, but is granted to 
Gradisca of stay until the afternoon of the gh 

At 13:00 on the 9" the Gradisca sailed with a Turkish officer on board and the pilot, who 
land at the height of I. Chustan. 

During the return journey, the disabled repatriates note the fraternal care by the crew. 
Everyone declares their satisfaction and remembers with disgust the stay on the British hospital 
ship where they had been boarded twice the number corresponding to the normal capacity. 

At 14:30 on the 12", the Gradisca returns to Bari. 

The Princess of Piedmont with the following of the authorities goes 
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aboard and offers affectionate greetings to the repatriates. At 19.00 the landing is finished. 

From a technical point of view, the exchange of prisoners and interned had succeeded 
perfectly, despite the limited time available for unforeseen circumstances created by the British. 

The medical staff of the two hospital ships had no reciprocal relationship and the 
transshipment of the repatriates was practically carried out by Turkish technical personnel who 
worked in all respects, but with strict observance of the regulations. 

From the medical officers repatriated to Llandovery Castle there were many details about 
the internal organization of the hospital ship that had transported them and interesting news of 
other English hospital ships; not very edifying under certain points of view, but notable from a 
practical point of view. The delegates of the I.-C. R.C. they could see that what was an Italian 
hospital ship and the returned English prisoners left it grateful. 


May 1942 


Local actions in Cyrenaica and inactivity of the English Navy ''Resumption of the Italian offensive in 
Cyrenaica" Limited operations of hospital ships - The “Laurana” in search of shipwrecked aviators. 


Local actions on patrol continue in Cyrenaica for almost the entire month of May. Only 
after the 26" begins a bitter offensive for the reconquest of Cyrenaica. The British Navy does not 
intervene and only much later will the reason for this inactivity be known. The operations of the 
British Navy are concentrated in attempts to bring aid to Malta, to move the air business back to 
the center of the Mediterranean. 

Traffic through the Sicily channel has been able to resume and bring to Libya in April 
and May 240,000 tons supply and about 7,000 vehicles, landing also in Derna, despite the 
bombing of Benghazi and the major ports of Sicily. 

In mid-May Malta is again in very serious condition and can not react. His arsenal is hit; 
the batteries are already destroyed; supplies have become almost impossible. 
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This is the most dangerous moment for Malta; but right now the CAT is transferred. 

The activity of hospital ships is very limited. Gradisca, Aquileia and Virgilio are parked 
in the ports of Bari and Augusta. The Arno, Virgilio and Citta di Trapani each perform a mission 
in Libya; the Toscana completes two missions to Albania, the Sicilia takes one in Greece. A total 
of 8 missions. The Laurana is sent on a rescue mission for shipwrecked aviators, then returns to 
Tripoli for work and tidying up. Meta, Epomeo and Capri are ready for them in ¥% hour. 

The health conditions on the various fronts are stationary. Only in Libya are cases of 
bacillary dysentery increasing. 


From the diary of N.S.A. "Laurana". 


The Laurana was in Tripoli transferred from Zuara, ready in ¥2 hour. On the afternoon of 
the D9": an order was communicated to her: 

“Immediately reach the point 33° 50' N - 12° 50'E for the search for 4 shipwrecked”. 

While directing to full force towards the indicated point, she had been forced to slow 
down due to malfunction of the main starboard motor. It is found that the shirt of the 2nd 
cylinder is damaged. The battered cylinder is excluded from the work and the Laurana continues 
its route at reduced speed: 12 miles. 

At 22:00 the starboard engine must be stopped and the speed is still reduced: 8 miles. 
Finally, shortly after midnight, the Laurana is in the area and begins patrolling with the projector 
on and taking into account the direction of the current and the rough state of the sea. At 02:00 
reached the marked point and still has not encountered any traces of castaways. At 05:00, after a 
night of searching, she found only some unrecognizable fragment of wood. At 11:00 it informs 
the Command of Marina Tripoli: 

“Until now searches negative”. 

During the day, 9 German transport aircraft pass at different times. 

AS a precautionary measure, the speed is reduced to 7.7 miles. A radio broadcast of 
Marina Libya arrives at 16:25: 
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“Continue search taking into account any current. Leave the area tonight so that you can 
return to your station tomorrow morning 07:00”. 

The Laurana continues the exploration of the area until 23:00 of the 21%, then leaves the 
area to return home after 22 hours of negative search. 

While navigating with route 186° at 01:05, the horizon is suddenly illuminated by 
illuminating rockets, for an hour there are a score of rockets, launched by enemy aircraft, at a 
distance of about 30 miles. 

What was happening thirty miles from the Laurana? probably a fight was under way. An 
enemy aircraft had perhaps discovered a convoy and tried to destroy it; but no explosions were 
heard, nor were you seen; maybe a false alarm? 

No order, no information to Laurana, no radio message to other hospital ships intercepted 
by the radio on board. The general regulations prohibit communications of facts unrelated to the 
specific functions of hospital ships and Laurana can not report what she has observed for 
instructions. There is nothing to do but return to the base. Perhaps there will be news there. 

At 09:00 of the 22" the Laurana returns to Zuara sailing with a single engine and 
remains immobilized from the 22" to the 28" until the breakdown is repaired. 


June 1942 


Rapid offensive of the Axis from Cyrenaica up to E] Alamein and energetic reaction of the British Navy - New 
convergence of hospital ships to the Cyrenaica Numerous rescue missions in the Sicilian Channel - N.S.A. 
“Meta” attacked while making a rescue, after the Pantelleria action. 


The offensive of Cyrenaica develops with rash rapidity. As a result of fierce fighting 
between armored forces there is a withdrawal of British forces. Bir Hakeim is conquered with 
2000 prisoners. In the Marmarica the coast is reached. On the 21° Tobruk surrenders with 33,000 
prisoners. On the 23™ the Egyptian border is reached. Sollum, Halfaya, Marsa Matruh, Fuka are 
overtaken and El] Alamein conquered. But the Nile Delta can not be reached; the hope of local 
supplies fades, the advance stops and the German armored corps is located between minefields, 
with 
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serious losses, fuel and ammunition penalties, in the face of English numerical superiority and 
the difficulties in transporting supplies for the desert route. 

British navies and aviation intervene energetically and attempt to cut maritime 
communications. Despite the stubborn activity of the Italian Navy and aviation that inflict heavy 
losses on convoys coming from Gibraltar and Alexandria, as in the actions South of Pantelleria, 
the traffic to North Africa is severely compromised and reduced to 1/3 of that of May. Just 
32,000 tons of supply and 700 vehicles can reach their destination. It is proposed to channel 
supplies for the long Aegean route, but it is not possible to dispose of the necessary naphtha. 

The situation is getting worse every day; a great many injured and ill arrive in the back of 
the Cyrenaica and in the missions of hospital ships an important change takes place. Only two 
and with rare missions continue the clearance of sick and injured from Albania and Greece; three 
ships are directed to Cyrenaica with destination of Derna where traffic is concentrated during the 
advance towards El Alamein; two are destined to missions to Tripolitania. As a consequence of 
the bitter fighting in the Sicily Channel, the shipwreck rescue missions are more numerous. 
Aquileia, Citta di Trapani, Laurana and Meta are destined for these missions. The Meta is 
repeatedly attacked while carrying out an important operation for the recovery of English 
castaways; Laurana recovers those of the TB. Climene. 

During the month of June, five hospital ships complete nine missions for North Africa, 
the Arno completes three, Virgilio 2, The Aquileia 2, Gradisca and the Citta di Trapani 1, as 
well as the deployments of the small rescue ships. In Albania, the Sicilia completes 2 missions; 
the Toscana has | in the Aegean. 


From the report of the XLII mission of the “Aquileia”. 


On the 13" the Aquileia leaves from Naples for one of the usual missions. 

Navigate regularly at more than 10 miles per hour; she has an order of operations for 
Derna, but, having left the Strait of Messina, she has to head for Augusta. Per instructions. She 
arrives in the afternoon of the 14". Shortly after midnight she has orders to be ready in 6 hours; 
at 06:00 of the 
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15" ready in two hours; at 08:25 ready under order; shortly after: “immediate departure; point 
36° 08' N — 18° 38' E. Distance 178 miles; recovery of ship’s shipwrecked”. 

The Aquileia starts at 10:45 on the basis of previous orders, at the maximum speed 
allowed. She will be able to reach the point indicated at the dawn of the 16". 

At 12:05 am he sees a float and directs her approach, Find a rubber boat; an Italian type 
of pneumatic boat. It seems empty, but something is white in the inside, almost hidden by the 
edge. As soon as it is reached, it is seen that it contains an inanimate body, lying on the bottom. 
He wears only a pair of panties and a zippered shirt that covers his head. The body is in advanced 
decomposition; next to the right arm there is a wallet with 810 liras, some stamps and a sacred 
image; on his wrist a chronometer and a gold chain with two pendants, religious medallions. A 
small Madonna of Loreto is attached to the clock. 

The immersed part of the boat attracts attention: it is covered with marine encrustations; 
therefore it remained for a long time at sea, but the examination of the body suggests that death 
dates back to no more than ten days. 

A tragic story is denounced by these wrecks, but how to rebuild it? 

Perhaps the castaway had clung to a scrap; he had freed himself of his clothes to better 
resist and to swim to the abandoned boat that fate had brought him nearer and had installed 
himself there with the hope of resisting and being spotted; but the days and nights were spent in 
the anxiety of a vain wait. Some ships had passed by, but had not been seen; he had called in the 
silent night, but no one had heard him; planes had passed and passed through the clear sky, but 
they had not recognized that tiny boat; still, feverishly, he had shouted and had seemed to see 
planes and ships coming towards him; he had still hoped and prayed, then tired and disappointed 
he had stretched out on the bottom of the boat, tortured by thirst; he had covered his head to 
defend himself from the scorching sun; finally he had abandoned himself crying, despairing, 
invoking help and death had seized him. 

For ten days and ten nights the waves had come to lick the boat, whispering words of 
water and rocking the body. 
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This could be the story of that lonely castaway. The crew of the Aquileia had rebuilt it 
while the body was taken on board to be brought back home. 

The Aquileia gets back on course. At 19:25 on the left side of the emergency light signals 
are visible from the bridge. The ship is in 36° 43' N — 17° 08' E. Surely they are shipwrecked. 
Visibility is good; the ship approaches and after half an hour proceeds to the recovery of 4 
shipwrecked from a dinghy. They are English; they spontaneously declare themselves to be the 
members of the crew of an airplane shot down by an Italian destroyer at 12:55. Two of the 
castaways are wounded. The Aquileia resumed its course by putting at full force and at 03:00 in 
the morning it is on the point indicated in the order of operation. 

The night is clear, the visibility is good. The scouts begin with different routes in 
different directions, slow motion. Just before dawn a white rocket rises on the horizon in the 
direction of 230°. 

At full strength the Aquileia directs towards that point, but finds nothing. 

A little later the hospital ship Citta di Trapani is sighted. 

The two hospital ships approached within reach of a megaphone and exchanged a few 
messages. The Citta di Trapani has also been sent to that area for the search for castaways. It 
started from Reggio when the Aquileia started from Augusta, following a route to the same point. 

In the morning she found herself in a large patch of naphtha, a band of 100 meters for a 
mile, in the afternoon she passed over another, an area of iridescent sea sprinkled with naphtha: 
she met a cylindrical float; in 36° 09' N - 11° 42 E she sighted a life raft, empty, then a thick 
stain of naphtha rising from the bottom, 

The two ships agree to scout an area of 10 miles with different routes. On the sea one can 
only see the opalescent reflections and the fragments of cork; other, thick spots of naphtha come 
to surface in 36° 10'N - 18° 38'E. 

No castaway who can narrate the events of that clash. 

On the bottom are hulls of sunken ships. The oil that emerges and spreads over the sea is 
the last signal that they send to the sailors as if to ask for a greeting and a prayer for the men 
buried already in the abyss, in that cemetery of ships. 
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At the point indicated by the orders of operations to the two hospital ships, our cruiser 
Trento had sunk during the clash in the middle of June for the convoy of Alexandria. 

The Aquileia ends its mission reaching Derna. During the navigation she still meets a 
rubber raft with two British officers. They claim to be part of a Blenheim crew. The plane 
captured on the crest of a wave, flying at very low altitude to Egypt. Next to them is a corpse; 
their partner has been dead for an hour. 

The Citta di Trapani receives orders to reach Pantelleria and there embarks 27 injured, 
English shipwrecked of the DD. Bedouin sunk in the clash of Pantelleria occurred the same day 
for the convoy of Gibraltar. Having been disembarked from the Meza that, after the battle of 
Pantelleria, patroling the Channel of Sicily. 


From the diary of N.S.A. “Meta”. 


The Meta was in Lampedusa, at her guard post. At noon on the 15" she was ordered to 
leave immediately. A crew of damaged aircraft was reported at a point at 36° 18'N -11° 35'E. 

While she was sailing a few miles from Lampedusa, she had seen a formation of British 
warships escorting a convoy at a distance of about 10 miles. These were the ships that continued 
towards Malta after the clash at dawn near Pantelleria. Two planes had risen from those ships 
and had come to recognize him; three wide turns on the small white ship, one at very low 
altitude; then they had returned to the naval formation. 

Soon after, three other aircraft were reported to the Meta at sea. The Meta was a tiny 
ship; the lieutenant doctor wondered how he could have lodged all those shipwrecked, if there 
had been wounded; but he found none; they had already been recovered from the lifeboats. In 
doing this he met many English shipwrecked men on a raft. They were the survivors of the 
British DD. Bedouin. 

The sea was calm and the survivors of the first raft had been recovered quickly. To 
proceed to the recovery of all the others the rowing boat had been lowered. There were many 
wounded and they 
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were applying a device to a fractured when suddenly loud explosions shook the ship. High shouts 
came from the rafts that were already near the Meta. A National aircraft had come to attack her. 

Having immediately appreciated the situation, the small ship was moving away at full 
speed to free the rafts of the survivors from further attacks. 

Pursued and signaled to two others to attack, the Meta got away with little damage; he 
returned to the rafts of screaming shipwrecked men and -registered the interrupted rescue 
operations, embarking them all. 

There were 205, including 34 wounded, a disproportionate load for the Meta that had 6 
berths; but they all managed to find a place on that little boat. 

Not being able to continue the mission with that load and with a engine damaged by the 
attack, the Meta directed for Pantelleria and the wounded were transshipped onto the Citta di 
Trapani. 

That day the parties had reversed: the large hospital ship had collected 5 survivors of a 
downed aircraft; the small aircraft rescue ship had brought back 205 shipwrecked men from a 
warship. Strange events of the days of the middle of June during which two important clashes 
took place for the convoys to Malta. 

In Libya there was a lightning offensive towards El Alamein; on the sea a formidable 
British offensive was unleashed that upset our traffic and prepared for us the defeat. Large ships 
loaded with fuel, tanks, ammunition, sank; hit aircraft crashed in the sea. Corpses, wreckage, oil, 
shipwrecked, the Sicilian Channel was the way of death. 


July 1942 


The German Armored Corps definitively arrested at E] Alamein - The VIII Army stands at the final assault - 
Great activity of the hospital ships in the sector of Cyrenaica - The “Arno” to rescue the shipwrecked of the 
“Diana” — The “Sicilia” attacked by a submarine. 


The Italian radio stations transmit messages and proclamations to Egypt and the head of 
government has come behind the front, but it is not possible to think of a victorious epilogue. 
The situation tends to stabilize, the means of land transport do not come to bring 
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sufficient supplies and maritime traffic is hindered. Soon the illusions of an imminent conquest 
of Egypt are canceled. The German armored Corps at El] Alamein tries to open a road to the 
South-East, but is severely rejected. The British forces are preparing to reap the benefits of the 
great strategic retreat after having attracted the opponent away from its bases and have 
intensified attacks on Italian traffic in the Mediterranean. Already on the 4" the Italian-German 
troops are engaged by great reinforcements coming from Egypt, on the 8" they are repeated 
violent attacks; the 17" armored vehicles appear; the 20" strong thrusts advance; on the 23™ the 
enemy engages the German troops in fierce fighting and 29" press with recon groups. Losses are 
heavy on both sides. 

Also in this month the orders of operations to the hospital ships commit most of them to 
the clearance of wounded and sick people from Cyrenaica. Losses are high and the need to keep 
the field hospitals clear is becoming more pressing. Also the N.O.S. Capri is sent to work in 
Cyrenaica, up to Marsa Matruh, despite its incorrigible deficiency of stability. Coming from 
Tobruk, Derna is forced to disembark the injured and sick who was to repatriate. The Arno, 
Virgilio and Citta di Trapani are also involved in missions to eastern Cyrenaica and Egypt. The 
Gradisca, in addition to a mission in eastern Cyrenaica, also works towards Tripoli alternating 
with the Aquileia. 

The small rescue boats are also on the move: The Laurana returns to Zuara, the Epomeo 
to operate transfers and patrols, Meta to search of German shipwrecked near Lampedusa. 

The Sicilia performs a mission in Aegean. 

The Toscana and the Citta di Trapani have to stop a few weeks for repairs of damages. 

Different adventures in navigation touch the hospital ships. 

The Sicilia, while sailing in the Doro canal is attacked by a submarine that launches three 
torpedoes, all three burst on the nearby coast of Andro. 

The Gradisca, while sailing to Tripoli on | July, is in the middle of many floating mines 
adrift. From 14:15 to 21:30 it meets 7; anothers 5 are meet on the return together with cylindrical 
floats. 

The Citta di Trapani, while sailing from Derna to Tobruk on the evening of the 28" is 
meet by a aircraft that flies over it with a turn to inspect it 
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in the light of an illuminating rocket; after 10 minutes return to low altitude and attack by 
releasing 5 bombs that explode at about 100 meters on the starboard, without causing damage. 

The Arno returns on the 4" from the XLI mission after having saved with courageous 
maneuvers the survivors of the sloop Diana. 


From the report of the XLI mission of the “Arno”. 


The Arno had left Naples on June 26 for Benghazi and was on the way back with 460 
returnees on board. On the evening of the 29"" a radio broadcast from Marina Bengasi reached 
her and ordered: "Go 40 miles north then head for point 33° 30' N - 23° 24' E to search fore 
shipwrecked in the area." 

She had already passed the dangerous area for mines and was on the route to the Strait of 
Messina. It was almost 22:00 and people had just retired to their quarters and dormitories to rest 
from the laborious boarding operations in Benghazi. 

- We are heading for a shipwreck rescue. 

The news spread through the ship and the memory of the deeds for the rescue of those of 
the Lanciere excited the minds. 

- This time we will arrive in the area around noon. 

Thus it resulted from the calculations on the route drawn immediately. 

- If time is maintained like this, operations will be easy and fruitful. 

But during the night the North-East wind strengthens and the sea gets very rough. 

The thoughts of the people of the Arno immediately go to the shipwrecks who are at sea 
on rafts and drifting boats. 

The usual questions: can they resist until the arrival of the Arno? 

The Arno increases in speed until to the limit of the possible and advances on the stormy 
sea. All night long the weather worsens, but the white ship pounces against the waves that run 
over her to the left-side bow; raises foam cascades that burst on the deck and reach the bridge; he 
runs rolling and pitching on the gray sea and lashed by the wind, vibrating under the violent 
shocks of the roaring waves. 

- Naphtha! Here is the naphtha; here we are. 

In fact, on the rough sea you can see yellowish lumps and some pearly reflection until the 
morning hours; the Arno already navigates in a large patch of naphtha that the waves shuffle as if 
they wanted to 
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get rid of a muddy leprosy. It is the usual veil that covers the end of war ships, merchant ships in 
convoy, of all ships destined to the painful and obstinate traffic to supply the armed forces from 
overseas. 

Aircraft appear on the sky to collaborate in the search. At 13:15 the first raft of 
shipwrecked is sighted, but the sea is so rough that you can not count on the use of motorboats; 
at most you can try to lower a pair of lifeboats; it will take years of crew rowing and high class 
masters and the approach maneuver will be anything but easy. But the brave and the strong are 
not lacking on the Arno and many claim the privilege to meet the challenge of the sea. Even the 
medical staff, even the chaplain, come forward asking to participate in the business; but it is not 
possible to satisfy so many generous leaps. Only the chaplain, under the pretext of bringing an 
immediate religious comfort, manages to get himself placed in a crew together with the sailors 
and militarized officers who are preparing for the hard trial, while the lookouts try to follow the 
movements of the raft that appears and disappears on the ridge and in the lead of the waves. 

The Arno begins the maneuver. In spite of so many difficulties, two lifeboats with crews 
rowing in place are lowered and move away from the side still protected to leeward to the ship. 
As they move away from the bridge and are guided towards the raft with signs, other rafts are 
sighted farther. 

The two lifeboats proceed slowly, despite the effort of the oars; they try to face the most 
violent waves with the utmost intensity; at times they seem already overwhelmed, arrested, 
rejected, almost overturned, while the rafts drift away, pushed by the wind and chased by the 
overwhelming sea. Follow anxiously, now they see themselves advancing, taking to the side of 
the rafts, recovering the survivors and returning to the ship that awaits them, presenting 
themselves as a seawall. One of the launches is almost full of water and barely manages to 
approach the ship’s stern. 

The maneuver can not be repeated without serious risk of losing boats. Therefore the 
launches with the first 30 shipwrecked individuals are hoisted on board. 

Immediately the Amo is ready to chase and directly approach the other rafts reported by 
the lookouts. It is very difficult to keep an eye on the scattered and distant floats; more difficult 
to maneuver 
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for direct recovery. All rafts in sight are approached with impeccable maneuvers, but with 
extreme difficulty and loss of precious time. Decided to drop the Japanese baskets into the sea, 
but the exhausted castaways can not take their seats. 

Then you can see how far the courage and spirit of brotherhood of the people of the Arno 
can reach. 

They are the true heroes of the sea that give proof of the most generous daring, throwing 
themselves into the sea, fighting for more than half an hour with the waves breaking to help the 
most exhausted shipwrecked, to protect them while being hoisted on board threatened by the roll 
of the ship slam them against the hull. 

Before sunset 159 men are collected from the dispersed rafts, far away, some of them 
very crowded and at the edge of the buoyancy. 

Expertise, daring, speed and precision of maneuvers, generous leaps, gave an 
unforgettable show and marked that day among the most romantic adventures of the Arno. But 
although the operations had been carried out as quickly as possible, the violence of the wind and 
the almost prohibitive conditions of the sea seriously hindered the carrying out of the rescue. 

The lookouts at the assigned seats, almost all the crew on deck, tried to keep an eye on 
those rafts on the run, pushed farther and farther away from the wind, chased by the waves. By 
dividing the task, they tried not to be distracted so as not to lose sight of what each group 
followed with constant vigilance. But the doubt remained that some had not been discovered or - 
the traces were lost. 

It was for this doubt that, when a dispatch from Supermarina arrived, the order was not 
executed. 

"Tonight, after sunset if you think you've completed searching, start navigating back." 

So said a radio dispatch received at 15:05. 

At sunset the Arno wandered in vain searches and without hope of finding other 
shipwrecked; but she could not leave the area. She could not renounce the slightest probability of 
still meeting some isolated castaway escaping the search. There was the doubt that some distant 
raft had remained ignored or lost and we had to look, to try again. 

Having made the calculations on the return route, it was decided that the Arno could still 
remain in the area, at least until 10:00 the following morning, 
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and she went on to search. Throughout the night she continued to cross, following the direction 
of the wind and covering the area with a dense network of triangles and spirals, maneuvering the 
floodlights, renewing the guards, arresting the engines and listening for a long time, hoping to 
hear some calls, as the wind grew louder and the sea rose rapidly. 

Other sea heroes were ready for new trials. Other strong and ardent young men waited 
their turn to throw themselves into the sea, even at night, even against that sea that was becoming 
more and more impetuous. 


The Arno remained in the area up to the 10:00 the next morning, but the searches 
remained fruitless. The night passed like a tormenting nightmare. The lookouts that had finished 
their shift remained in place, next to those that came to replace them; the officers stood all night, 
peering at the horizon with their binoculars; a deep silence of people in anxiety and waiting for a 
light or a voice, meant only the life of the engines, the moan of the wind and the rustling noise of 
the rough sea. 

Nothing was found. Probably the sea had dispersed the traces of the wrecks and perhaps 
even those of other distant castaways. 

Only 119 were recovered, belonging to the fast transport Diana, sunk on 29 June while 
carrying 300 specialized non-commissioned officers. 

In the operating theaters and in the clinics we worked without interruption. 

One of the castaways was lost to hypospatolia; brought to the ship in desperate conditions 
by drowning, it worsened rapidly despite energetic immediate care. Another presented exposed 
fracture with gangrene of the right leg. A debridement and revision of the fracture site was 
attempted, but it was necessary to amputate it the following day. Many others were struck by 
shock, tormented by sunburn burns, by conjunctivitis by irradiation, by gastritis by ingestion of 
naphtha and sea water, many still had closed and open fractures of the limbs. A memorable day 
for the Arno, exalted by the examples of prodigious military and spiritual virtues, but troubled by 
a sad thought that gave no respite: was someone left abandoned on the sea, after he had hoped 
for salvation with the appearance of the Arno? 
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August 1942 


On the Egyptian front an attack of overwhelming forces is imminent - With heroic efforts, the Italian Navy 
seeks; support the traffic - Malta again goes through a crisis, but other substantial supplies come to it - the 
health conditions overseas. 


The Italian-German Commands now know that the situation, although apparently 
stabilized, is very worrying. The British forces, seriously threatening the supplies put in serious 
danger the fate of the Armored Corps, arrested by the last defenses of Egypt, grappling with the 
logistical difficulties complicated by the distances and the shortage of fuels. While on the 
advanced lines the activity seems limited to the action of exploring patrols, to artillery duels and 
to some attempts to approach armored vehicles, it is known that strong concentrations of 
powerful means must be made and it is necessary to prepare oneself to face an imminent attack 
of forces overwhelming. Traffic at sea is sustained at the cost of serious losses; especially since 
Malta is again in critical condition and waiting for supplies. In fact, the 11" is sighted a convoy 
that from Gibraltar is en route to Malta, protected by a fleet of 42 ships, including 2 battleships, 4 
aircraft carriers and 7 cruisers. Attacked by submarines and airplanes, the convoy loses 9 
steamers on 14 departed, and some warships including the aircraft carrier Eagle. Our fleet can 
not intervene due to lack of naphtha. 

On the 29" a strong English attack was launched on the Egyptian front and a landing in 
Cerigotto was attempted in the Aegean. Active enemy submarines are increasing and 
reconnaissance and bomber aircraft act as scouts, dominating the traffic of supplies, destroying 
46,000 tons of ships. 

Hospital ships perform few missions. Aquileia and Virgilio are parked for work. In North 
Africa two missions are carried out, 1 from the Arno and 1 from the Citta di Trapani; the 
Toscana completes two missions to Albania. Towards the end of the month almost all hospital 
service ships leave for the same sectors. The missions carried out in August are reduced to 4 of 
which 2 to North Africa and 2 to Albania. In the Sicilian Channel there are small rescue ships for 
damaged aircraft located in their stations. The health conditions remain almost unchanged in all 
sectors: in Libya the liver disorders and 
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bacillary dysentery still prevail. Diphtheria is still widespread among the Germanic troops 
deployed in Libya; in Albania it is announced an extensive spread of malaria and there are cases 
of hepatitis and diphtheria among the German soldiers transferred to Greece from the Libyan 
sector, but hospital ships are used only to face the most pressing situations. Even the fuel 
shortage affects the availability of some of the most important. Enemy activities of the enemy 
and emergency situations in the Libyan sector are expected. All hospital ships are saved, ready, 
in full efficiency by the end of the month. 
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VI. 


September 1942 


British preparations for the decisive advance - Tightening of operations in the Mediterranean - Great activity 
of hospital ships - Rescues after naval actions off Tobruk - The “Arno” torpedoed at sea - The agony of a 
hospital ship. 


In the first half of the month the clashes between tanks and artillery duels continue at the 
Egyptian front, while start a series of aerial bombardments against the ports of Sicily, against 
Tobruk and against Benghazi. 

Our means of assault penetrate the military port of Gibraltar on the night of the 15", 
damaging some steamers. 

On the 14th there is an attempt to disembark at Tobruk with the participation of 
paratroops; rejected by units of the San Marco regiment and by coastal batteries, fails due to lack 
of synchrony with groups operating from the South. 

The rear of the Armored Corps is continually threatened by operations against supplies 
by land and against the ports of Benghazi and Tobruk. The losses of the navy are raised. 

Notable reinforcements of vehicles and fuels still reach their destination, but the aerial 
reconnaissance from Malta manages to report almost all the convoys and the airplanes from 
Egypt attack with serious consequences. 

From the 27" they start fierce fighting in the desert around the Oasi di Gialo and there are 
symptoms of large landing operations on the African continent, but the Navy can not face them 
due to the scarcity of fuels. It is now clear that it is preparing the 
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decisive phase of the war in North Africa with grandiose actions from the East and from the 
West. 

Hospital ships operate in all sectors with great activity. 

The orders for operations remain in line with those of the month of August, with absolute 
prevalence of the missions to Cyrenaica up to Egypt; small rescue ships are entrusted with 
patrols and rescue missions around the islands of the Sicilian Channel and along the Libyan 
coastal routes. The missions to Albania and to Greece are limited to the most urgent needs. 

On the routes to North Africa operate Aquileia with 2 missions, Gradisca with 2, Citta di 
Trapani with 1, Virgilio with 2, Arno with 2. Toscana completes 2 missions in Greece and in the 
Aegean Islands, Sicilia completes 4 towards the coasts of Dalmatia and Albania. In all, there are 
15 missions carried out during the month of September, one of the most animated months of the 
entire war. 

From the front of El Alamein numerous wounded are channeled towards Tobruk and 
Benghazi. The dysentery continues to spread among the Italian troops in Libya; diphtheria with 
frequent cardiac and nervous complications and epidemic hepatitis, dominate among the diseases 
of the German troops. In Albania and in Greece malaria reaches alarming figures with great 
frequency of pernicious forms; 800 malarial and 150 dysentery are repatriated by the Toscana 
and Sicilia during the month. 

On the 3% in full daylight, the Aquileia is attacked with machine gun flares and with 
torpedo from an enemy plane. 

On the routes to Tobruk, attacks against convoys are carried out; Gradisca and Virgilio 
flock to the areas of the clashes and collect numerous castaways of the MS. Davide Bianchi and 
the Torpedo Boat Polluce. 

On the night of the 10" the Arno is torpedoed and sinks while sailing towards Tobruk. 


From the report of the LII mission of the “Aquileia”. 


On August 31, The Aquileia had left Naples for Marsa Matruh. 

The events on the Egyptian front already had a very disturbing character; perhaps it 
would not have been possible later to repatriate the numerous wounded and sick from the most 
advanced area. 444 wounded of the last clashes awaited, recent wounds of splinters from 
mortars, grenades, bombs and mines; more than 50 dysenteric 
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and many traumatized and sick; a load of 661 repatriates. 

On 3 September the Aquileia sailed with route 125° and was in point 32° 56' N -24° 33' E 
at 14:40 when a twin-engine type Bristol Blenheim was sighted at about 30° on the left, which 
directed in straight line towards the ship keeping to the 30-40 m altitude. on the sea. In a few 
seconds he had reached 250 meters from the edge and, while the Aquileia followed him believing 
that he intended to signal some message, two short bursts of machine gun fell a few meters from 
the ship lifting a pattern of foam flakes on the sea and immediately after a torpedo. Three pieces 
of red-painted wood floated where it had been launched, and many eyes remained fixed to 
identify those shaped wooden pieces; but most of the glances followed the short trail that crossed 
the ship between the hatches | and 2, continuing its run towards the starboard most aft. For a 
moment every sign of life seemed suspended on the Aquileia, waiting for the explosions; but no 
explosion occurred. The torpedo had passed under the hull and had gone for its run. 

A sigh of relief and a general murmur felt like a shiver of the whole ship, while the twin- 
engine, with a rapid approach, went away towards the East, passing in front of the bow of the 
Aquileia so close that the pilots could be seen from the side the windows of the nacelle. 

A serious silence, almost mystical and solemn, was prolonged for a few minutes; not a 
voice that cursed the pirate he had pulled; not a momentum of joy for the missed shot. Such was 
the surprise and painful wonder of seeing such an act of deliberate hostility towards a helpless 
ship intent on a sacred task. It was as if at that moment a whole castle collapsed made of hopes 
and illusions, of generosity and of chivalrous brotherhood from which one could still believe in 
the loyalty of the modern warrior. A feeling of disappointment and mortifying impotence spread 
a veil of sadness on that episode. Thus the soul of the offending hospital ship reacted. If the 
attackers could have heard it, they would have felt shame. There was no possibility of error at 
that distance and with perfect daylight visibility. 

The Aquileia continued its course with the unaltered speed of 
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10 miles. No maneuver was possible to avoid the torpedo, given the very short distance from 
which it was launched. 

A radio message was transmitted in clear text on a 600 m wave. 

“In Lat. 32° 56 'N Long. 24° 33 ' was attacked by Blenheim plane with machine gun and 
torpedo, not hit. Hospital ship Aquileia”. 

Shortly thereafter, three radio messages of position of the British hospital ship Aba were 
intercepted. 


From the report of the XXXVII the mission of the “Gradisca”’. 


On 3 September the Gradisca is sailing from Tobruk to Derna where she will complete 
her load of repatriates to be transported to Naples. Serious events are maturing in that sector and 
in the last hours of the evening the passage of numerous planes is felt. Shortly after midnight on 
the starboard transverse you see a bright rocket blaze, followed by others at a distance of a few 
minutes. The guard staff fixes the horizon with binoculars; the illuminating rockets mean the 
sighting of some ships, perhaps a convoy surprised by reconnaissance patrols. 

At 02:00, strong detonations and high flames on the horizon on the starboard make you 
think of an attack of aircraft against ships in navigation. Other planes are heard flying over the 
ship. 

At 02:55 the detonations have ceased, but a series of blazings is distinguished on the 
horizon; certainly a ship burned. The Director, notified, is already on deck and orders to reach 
the place of confrontation at full strength. At 03:00 the Gradisca is near a burning ship. An 
airplane is still above the burning ship; other strong explosions are heard in the immediate 
vicinity. Shortly thereafter, shouts are heard on the sea. The floodlight is turned on and the 
lifeboats are illuminated and the first survivors are immediately recovered. They belong to the 
MS. Davide Bianchi, attacked, torpedoed and bombed by enemy aircraft in 32° 53' N - 23° 26'E. 
The Gradisca continues the patrols. At 07:00 she has already recovered 33 shipwrecked, when a 
group of German aircraft reported more distant ones. At 07:15 the Gradisca is over-flown by a 
British plane that makes a reconnaissance over the burned ship and then moves away to the East. 

A few minutes later Davide Bianchi folds by the keel and sinks quickly. The crew 
consisted of 40 people and the cargo was of aviation gas in drums. It was part of a convoy 
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with two other steamers: Pedenna and Sportivo coming from Piraeus and directed to Tobruk, 
escorted by TB. Lupo, Castor, Pollux and Calliope. 

After the rescue of the shipwrecked, the Gradisca resumed its course, while a fire due to 
spontaneous combustion manifests itself in the central bunker. In the wards and operating 
theaters there are relief services to the wounded and burnt shipwrecked of the sunk ship. 


From the report of the XXI mission of the “Virgilio”. 


On the night of September 3 to 4, the Virgilio was sailing from Naples to Tobruk and was 
almost to meet the Gradisca. 

Noises of over-flying engines nearby showed some bomber attacks in the area and at 
05:05 of the 4" there were loud explosions; immediately after about 6 miles from the straight 
line, great flames rose from the sea; a small ship was stopped and set on fire. Virgilio directs full 
force towards the struck ship and arrives at the stationary vessel. This is Torpedo Boat Polluce. It 
is all a pyre and from time to time high flames light up another ship that hovers around the small 
ship almost hidden by fire and smoke; is the Torpedo-boat Calliope. In the distance a small 
merchant moves away towards Tobruk. 

Only a few details stand out from the edge; the crew is intent on dominating the fire. A 
lifeboat and a motorboat of the Virgilio are brought immediately alongside of the Polluce, while 
a boat from the Calliope approaches to transship 4 serious injuries. At 07:15 the Polluce begins 
to sink slowly, while the crew throws into the sea at the sign of abandonment; at 07:25 the small 
ship is in a vertical position and at 07:27 disappears sinking towards a depth of about 750 meters. 
On the sea there are only survivors who are swimming. The Virgilio boats go and get them all: 
117 people; then she stays to scour in slow motion the zone. 

At 09:30 from Marina Tobruk comes a radio message with the order to proceed with the 
search for the castaways of Polluce. The answer is given by ensuring that the rescue is already 
completed. Shortly after another radio message arrives with the order to reach the point 33° 44'N 
- 24° 20'E for the recovery of other shipwrecked; at 12:25 to suspend the search. Virgilio 
resumed her course. 


USMM 20 The White Fleet 


Page 230 


The morning of the 5"", at 06:05, while approaching the landing point of Si di Abdeila, 
proceeding to slow motion in 32° 13 ' N - 23° 44' E where the map marks the depth of 50 m. 
shaken by a strong vibration followed by others less violent. The engines are stopped, but the 
ship still obeys the helm and turns to the left moving back in. Has hit an immersed object, 
perhaps a lurking submarine or a wreck not reported? 

At 08:45 she goes to Tobruk and asks for an inspection of the hull. A series of 
indentations with maximum impressions of 6 cm. in the intervals between the ordinates towards 
the stern, a strong deformation and a laceration of the lower edge of the rudder, some disconnect 
and infiltration of sea water in the 12" department of the double bottom, are the tangible signs of 
an underwater investment. With these and other more minor damages, the ship leaves for Naples 
where it will need a stop in the dock for repairs. 

What was invested? Perhaps an enemy submarine? Or one of ours? Better not to think 
about it. 


From reports and information on the sinking of the "Arno". 


The Arno had left on September 9th from Naples, bound for Tobruk and had on board a 
group of German soldiers, among them some officers, of the Germanic Health Corps who were 
moving to Cyrenaica with various materials. Also on board were the Director General of 
Maritime Military Health and a senior officer, his secretary, a staff alien to the crew table but 
temporarily inscribed in the on-board role. 

The Arno was a model hospital ship; her profile was familiar in the Libyan ports and in 
the Sicilian Channel, along the "route of Death"; her adventurous missions had created her a halo 
of prestige admired and envied; her story was already very interesting and full of moving 
episodes; to the rescue of the castaways of the Lanciere and to that of the Diana's crew, 
legendary exploits had been seen, and the people of the Arno were proud of their ship and its 
prestige. 

But the Arno enjoyed particular sympathy also for its speed, for the comfort of its 
installations and for the comfort of the lodgings. Perhaps that was why it was preferred, and that 
journey to Tobruk was on a less dangerous route, though a bit long. 
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It was almost an hour past midnight. A distant buzz of plane had been perceived and a 
lookout repeated the warning; then there was a deep silence again. 

- Some reconnaissance in patrol. Many have passed through the sunset, national and 
enemy; we are almost in sight of Tobruk and there is something big prepared for the next days ... 

At 00:45 the Arno did away towards Tobruk. She was in 33° 14' N and 23° 23' E. He had 
to do about 62 miles; 5 hours of navigation, and everything was fine. At 23:00 the officer on duty 
had made the last inspection tour; the lights and the recognition signals were all on; calm sea, 
excellent visibility, little chance of encountering wandering mines. Everything was in order; 
from a few minutes the watch officer going off duty had retired to his quarters and lay down. 

A sudden, violent blow and a roar of water made the ship jump and wake the crew; not 
all, unfortunately: 27 young people, asleep, sailors and nurses, had already been killed by the 
explosion and drowned in the hold n. 1 room area. 

Only one survived. The water that invaded the dormitory had overwhelmed him and 
pushed up to the level of the deck; it had violently unhooked the hatch and lifted the boats that 
had been placed there and had brought the undamaged body, completely naked, to the deck. 
There was nothing else to tell, but there was something to think about for life. Except for a 
miracle and still terrified, he had climbed up to the bridge of the boats: there he had come across 
the officer who had gone off duty at midnight. The latter, awakened by the explosion and thrown 
out of his bunk, had gone out on the deck to see; had immediately returned to the dressing room 
to get dressed and put on the life jacket and was once again out on the deck after having looked 
at the clock. 

- 00:50 hours - it was repeated, to fix in memory that instant. At that moment the sailor 
escaped from the flooded hold had presented himself as a phantom appearance. Then the officer 
went back into his dressing room to give him a pair of trousers, a jacket of his uniform and a 
blanket of his bunk: 

"Here, get dressed in these clothes," he said. — “Those that I wear are enough for me.” 

Meanwhile, the Arno had started and drifted to the left. 
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A torpedo had hit her in the bow, immediately making the cargo hold flood where a 
dormitory of sailors and nurses was set up. The hatch was uncovered, the water had immediately 
submerged all the sleepers; nothing to do. Perhaps some corpses could have emerged near the 
port mouth from which only one had come out alive. 

At the time of the explosion the Director was still on deck. 

He was thrown violently against a ladder together with another officer. Almost all the 
others were raised in their quarters. 

A frantic rumor, a roar and a confused movement of people asking for news, who wanted 
to reach the emergency post, spread over the deck, to the bridge, to the boat deck. 

Immediately after the explosion, the hum of a departing plane was clearly perceived and 
a voice that swore: 

- Here he goes, the pirate; sons of dogs! 

Then the siren gave the signal of abandonment of the ship and the engines were arrested. 
The ship continued for a few minutes in an embrace while people gathered around the boats in 
bulk. 

The Arno was all lit up; the dynamos continued to function; the order to stop the 
machines. it had been transmitted from the bridge; orders to lower the lifeboats and leave the 
ship were given by the responsible officers; the Director had thrown the secret protocol and 
orders of operations into the sea; he had put aside the most important documents of the 
secretariats and the values of the on-board counter. It was necessary to launch a S.O.S. with the 
indication of the point and of the name, but the R. T. station could not work; the antenna was 
broken and the transmitting device placed in a rescue boat could not suffice; its range did not 
exceed 12 miles. The departmental heads had all the accessible premises inspected; the group of 
the Red Cross was installed, together with the director and the people passing by, in one of the 
first lowered launches, already suspended at the level of the deck. A ship's Captain, the Chief 
Engineer and 9 other officers with two firemen took their seats in a motor-boat; in the other 
boats, the rest of the crew took their seats, trying to do soon and no longer take into account the 
places assigned in the collective exercises. Everything was done in 
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a few minutes, but the maneuver of the launches took place without incident. The Arno was 
abandoned and its boats widened in a confused carousel under the lights on board that continued 
to shine as if the ship were ready to resume its course. 

As the abandoned ship crossed the sea a little rough, the boats moved away. The oars 
were manned; some had tried to raise a makeshift sail, some remained behind trying to compose 
a rowing armament; some had lost the rudder, others made water; many suffered from 
seasickness and cold, since they lacked clothing. Electric bulbs, lights and Very flares lit up from 
time to time. 

The Arno waited, still all lit up. From the boats they looked at him and saw that she had 
no intention of going down. Yet the commander had explicitly stated that the ship was about to 
sink, that it would go under a sudden blow. What was the reason for many apprehensions? 

Everybody knew aboard that the Arno was old and that its internal structures were rather 
sacrificed to obtain the spaciousness of the hospital wards, It was said that the watertight 
compartments no longer existed, that they had been cut during the preparation, that no evidence 
of flooding had been carried out and therefore no prediction could be made on the resistance of 
the bulkheads in case of accident. 

But meanwhile the Arno floated and with its dynamo in motion and its lights denounced 
the fallacy of these predictions. A wrong diagnosis? Was there any hope of saving her? That ship 
stopped with an order from the bridge, still all lit up and apparently stabilized, with 27 dead on 
board, attracted the looks and thoughts of the crew that was dispersed on the sea. The boats were 
scattered about 5-6 miles distant in the darkness of the night, wandering under the refreshing 
wind, struggling with the sea that had risen and tended to swell. How could they leave their ship 
like that? 

The Arno was waiting for them. 

The first to return were those who had left her last. 

Before moving away from alongside, in a motor launch without air tanks, they had 
marked the level of maximum immersion a 
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it was under the left hawser eye, then a rowing lance had been towed for safety. 

About two o'clock in the morning the chief engineer suggested that the commander return 
to the ship to see if anything useful could be done. They were 6: 4 officers and 2 firemen. They 
approached the still illuminated ship, traversed to the sea; they got on board, called loudly to 
make sure no one was left. The Arno was deserted and silent; only the murmur of moving 
machinery came from the dynamo room; but an inspection in the engines took away all hope; the 
premises were beginning to be invaded by water. There was nothing to do without personnel and 
without means. They decided to postpone every initiative until the morning; they returned to 
their quarters, took some objects they did not want to lose; after a quarter of an hour they left the 
ship and remained nearby. At dawn the situation seemed to have changed little, but the hawser 
eye was almost one meter from the water, the starboard propeller almost completely emerged. 
They looked around the sea and saw no one; the boats with the rest of the crew had been 
dispersed by the wind and carried far into the mist of the horizon. Then they decided to get on 
the way to the ground, south route, to reach the coast as soon as possible, warn the authorities 
and solicit the rescue of others who were not seen but did not have to be very distant, still in 
sight of the abandoned ship. 

Around 04:00 the lights of the Arno began to fade. 

At dawn, in fact, the 9 wandering boats headed for the ship that whitened on the horizon 
in the morning mist. The Arno was down on the left almost to the water with the portholes of the 
deck C, but among its people a new hope was ignited that could still be saved. The 9 boats came 
along the side that had the 8. 

Try to re - ignite to start the depletion pumps, and the dynamos; operate the R. T. station 
by repairing the antenna; attempt to tamper with the flaw; provide for the strict closure of all the 
shop; launch an S. O. S ... How many things to do! Would there be time? 

Vane illusions. 

Three engine room officers, a boatswain, a radio operator and a group of spirited sailors, 
all volunteers, were sent to 
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board. Smoke rose for a moment from the smokestack; the commander remained on board for an 
hour and a half, which would certainly have resulted in throwing a few blankets, clothing and 
provisions into the launches alongside. 

At 09:50 the Arno was again abandoned: for the third time. 

It was then that she ceased to resist. She accentuated the skid more and more rapidly and 
then disappeared, sank by the bow, under the excited looks of the crew. 

From that moment the people of the Arno were no more than a mass of castaways on the 
sea, dejected and prostrated, waiting to be collected; because the abandonment of the ship had 
not been a rescue; everyone felt it like a thorn in the heart. 

The Arno had offered her crew the opportunity of a gesture worthy of his past and of his 
prestigious adventures, but faith in her resistance was lacking because of her age for the 
tampering that in the hasty arrangement seemed to have troubled the harmonious and firm 
internal structure; and they had let her slowly go down, in a long, embarrassing agony for an 
erroneous appreciation, that the ship, stubbornly floating, with its lights turned on, denied from 
hour to hour, reminding the lost crew of heroism and hardships for a pure ideal and the glorious 
traditions of the sea. 

The two launches headed towards the coast arrived there in the evening, while the other 
shipwrecked people, collected by the Torpedo Boat Cascina, reached Tobruk. The same evening 
they were all transferred to Derna and then back to Tobruk to be repatriated by the hospital ship 
Gradisca. 

The story of the Arno was over like this. 


October 1942 


The retreat of the German armored Corps - The hospital ships all converge towards the ports of eastern Cyrenaica, 
guarded by the British aviation - The “Toscana” to the rescue of enemy aviators: bombs, rescue and 
congratulations. 


On the Egyptian front, the preliminary operations of the great attack by the 8"" British 
army are accentuated. 
The Italo-German aviation hammers the fortifications and the port works of Malta. 
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The enemy air forces repeatedly pound the places of Tobruk, Catania, Genoa and Turin. 

On | October the attacks of the VIII Army infantry is supported by tanks; on the 6" there 
are other attempts at exploring forces supported by air strikes and artillery; on the 25" there are 
renewed attacks with tanks on the front of E] Alamein and on the rear of Marsa Matruh; on the 
26" the great battle begins and some successful infiltrations create a serious threat of 
encirclement. 

Many wounded are channeled to the ports of Marsa Matruh, Derna and Benghazi 
continuously beaten by aviation and to the injured are added numerous patients affected by 
epidemic hepatitis, dysentery and diphtheria. For all these urgent needs 4 hospital ships are 
converged towards the Cyrenaica: the Gradisca with 3 missions, Toscana and the Citta di 
Trapani with 1, Virgilio with 2 while Sicilia and Aquileia make 4 missions in the eastern sector. 
In Albania malaria is raging and hundreds of very serious cases must be repatriated; also enteric 
fevers, dysentery and nervous diseases are frequent and represent very embarrassing problems 
due to the difficulties that hinder the prophylactic measures. 

In the Sicilian Channel there are the small rescue ships Laurana, Meta and Sorrento. 

On the 14" one of our steamships with prisoners of war is torpedoed and sunk. 

Hospital ships en route to North Africa are continually being followed by British aviation 
and low-altitude patrols under the light of illumination rockets at night. 

No events of particular importance occur in the operations of hospital ships, but their 
activity is very intense; they come and go through the Mediterranean dominated by the enemy 
forces and in the Aegean subject to strong atmospheric perturbations. 

Towards the end of the month the Sicilia must replace the Toscana in the eastern sector 
for a period of work on the boilers; in the last journey the consumption of food and water 
reached 60 tons per day and the speed could not exceed 8 miles per hour. 

The month of October closes the intermediate period between the last itala-German 
offensive and the decisive, overwhelming advance of the British VIII Army. Every illusion of 
resistance has now fallen; yet 
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for a few days the eastern ports of Cyrenaica will remain accessible to Italian hospital ships, but 
under incessant shelling of the coasts and frequent intimidating attacks during navigation. 


From the report on the XXI mission of the "Toscana". 


The Toscana was sailing from Missolungi to Bari. It came from one of those missions 
made of short stops in the ports of the Adriatic and the eastern Mediterranean: St. Nicholas of 
Crete, Rhodes, Leros, Samos, Sira, Navarino, Patras, Missolongos; like a tramp steamer; the 
tramway of Greece, the omnibus of the Aegean, which collected sick and convalescent, malarial, 
nephritic, tuberculosis. 

In the early hours of the oe sailing regularly, when it happened an adventure that began 
with a launch of bombs and ends with laughter and compliments between Italians from the 
Toscana and the British RAF. 

Navigation was not disturbed by atmospheric intemperance; the free service crew rested: 
the officers slept in their dressing rooms; a really quiet night. 

Shortly after midnight, the people and the guards heard the characteristic buzz of 
airplanes and some dark noise far away. 

Cannon? Bombs? A fight had begun on the prow horizon towards the starboard. Distinct 
detonations could be heard from time to time and nets of luminous projectiles could be 
distinguished which seemed to start from ships a few miles on the starboard of the Toscana. 

People from the dorms and from the lodgings joined people on deck; the news was spread 
that a fight was on the route of the Toscana. 

Almost at the same time the roar of engines of a nearby plane attracted the attention of 
the lookouts and guards on the bridge and deck. An airplane flew over the ship at low altitude, 
moving away from the starboard. 

Perhaps a scout. The ship was all lit up, with obvious signs of recognition. 

A few minutes had passed, when suddenly three strong explosions in the sea shook the 
ship and made the windows of the covered bridges vibrate. 

The Director and the officers who ran outside the apartments could still distinguish the 
plane that dropped the bombs at sea, again flew over the Toscana at low altitudes and crashed 
into the sea at about 600 meters from the bow to starboard, sinking immediately. 
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A pneumatic boat was afloat from which rockets and cries of help started: "Help help". 
Six men were on the boat. 

The Toscana stopped the engines and maneuvered to approach it, lowering a boat that 
immediately headed for the shipwrecked. 

While the launch reached and took the six men of the boat on board, another plane passed 
over the Toscana at low altitude and turned away to the left. 

Meanwhile, towards the east, other explosions and design of luminous bullets followed 
each other more closely. The combat continued. 

Recovered the launch and the shipwrecked, the Toscana resumed her course. 

The six survivors were all unharmed. When questioned, they gave their personal details 
and declared that they were the entire crew of a British bombing aircraft. They had been forced 
to crash land for failures that they did not want to clarify and refused to make further 
declarations. 

From a notebook that they delivered they could know that during a bombing mission, a 
bullet had hit a fuel tank. 

Treated with respect, they showed their gratitude and stopped the reserved attitude they 
had taken in taking prisoners; then when the officer who had interrogated them speaking their 
language fluently, declared that for a few months he had also been a prisoner, every retention 
ceased as after a sports match with an equal result. Handshakes, smiles and compliments as 
between comrades of arms; as if the war had suddenly ended; as if on board of the Toscana it 
had been lawful to finally give free rein to the instinctive sentiment of all the peoples. 

- Attention - said the Director who was a just man and with a big heart, but 
uncompromising in his duties - attention, the Toscana is a hospital ship; we must treat prisoners 
with respect and humanity, in a spirit of brotherhood and with our sacrifice if it is necessary 
when it comes to sick people and wounded or shipwrecked; but without too much familiarity. 
The crew is a witness and must always learn from us, and recognize in our acts the prescribed 
behavior for the military in wartime. We hope peace will come soon to make us master of freely 
expressing the feelings that civilization, 
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religion and common sense will not let us erase from our hearts. 

But those castaways who had asked for help from the Toscana also found sympathy in 
the crew. 

When the Toscana arrived in Bari the British shipwrecks were handed over to the 
Command of the IV Air Fleet by order of the Command of Marina Bari. From that day began the 
real imprisonment for them. On the Toscana they had found almost a friendly hospitality. 

- Nice those British aviators; but we Italians, what good people! 

- Do you know that on Virgilio a convalescent English officer wondered since they had 
allowed him to install himself on deck? 

- Do not you think that I am a prisoner of war and that I should not be able to see outside 
the ship? 

So he had asked an officer who had been talking to him. He had this answer: 

- On the hospital ships there should not be acts of hostility and we count on your honor as 
a soldier, 

- And that aviator who was captured at an airfield in Sicily? They told me he was such a 
nice guy, that they kept him hidden for three weeks and then they did not know what to do to 
report him. It seems that trouble went on. 

- Damn the war ... 


November 1942 


The great battle for Libya — The final hospital ship missions to Cyrenaica - Aircraft rescues — The “Aquileia” 
surprised by a storm in Bari. 


Strong aerial bombardments hit Genoa, Savona, Milan, Cagliari, Palermo and Tripoli. 
The enemy tries to paralyze any attempt to resume traffic to Libya while developing its massive 
offensive. 

The great battle on the Egyptian front is still in its initial phase, but it is becoming 
increasingly violent. On the 1“, a landing on the rear of Tobruk is attempted; on the 4”: powerful 
attacks are developed in the area between Fuka and Marsa Matruh; the 7" is exerted strong 
pressure on Marsa Matruh; on the 10" the German armored forces retreat 
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from E] Alamein not to be encircled. On the 13" Tobruk is evacuated and the British advance 
begins with heavy losses of personnel and material of Italian infantry; on the 20" also Benghazi 
is abandoned; then the weather conditions hinder land and air operations. At the end of the 
month all of Cyrenaica is lost. 

Italian-German troops land in Tunisia. 

A large convoy was able to reach Malta from Alexandria and so for the sixth time the 
control over the Sicilian Channel was renewed. 28 ships are sunk by planes, naval ships and 
submarines. 

The hospital ships are all busy, except for the Toscana still under repair; the Aquileia, 
Gradisca, the Citta di Trapani, Virgilio, take turns in the last missions to Marsa Matruh, Tobruk, 
Derna and Benghazi. Then all the ports of Cyrenaica become inaccessible. 

The Aquileia completes the last mission to Marsa Matruh; the Gradisca and Citta di 
Trapani are the last ones that can reach Tobruk. 

Besides the many wounded, burned and fractured and many patients of typhoid fever, 
dysentery, hepatitis, diphtheria, malaria, hospital ships also carry many disabled prisoners of 
war: therefore they return with loads almost complete and leave immediately to meet the needs 
more urgent. The situation is such as to suggest that the ports of Cyrenaica will no longer be 
accessible and therefore the port works are skipped giving just enough time to get away. 

Since mid-November only the port of Tripoli is accessible, however 9 missions are 
carried out to North Africa. 

In the eastern sector there are the Aquileia with 2 missions, Sicily with 4. The small 
rescue ships Meta, Capri and Laurana are engaged in the Sicilian Channel and along the coastal 
routes. The Capri collaborates in the evacuation of the wounded from Derna; the Meza is sent to 
the search for castaways. 

Numerous wounded are boarded in the ports of Cyrenaica continuously bombed during 
the withdrawal; some are in very serious conditions, arrived in mass, with summary medications, 
without clinical documents, and on board they must be placed beyond the available beds, lying 
on mattresses in the holds. The Aquileia return from the 56" mission to Derna and Benghazi with 
844 hospitalized. 

Dysenteries are still widespread. The Aquideia, carries 214 from Benghazi. 
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In Albania and Greece malaria continues to rage; 375 malarials are repatriated from 
Sicily and from Greece. 

The Gradisca makes two rescues of personnel from damaged aircraft. 

Atmospheric disturbances hinder operations in the Adriatic. The Aquileia is surprised by 
a storm in the port of Bari and forced to depart with few supplies. 


From the report of the LVII mission of the “Aquileia”. 


On 1 November 7, the Aquileia is in port in Bari. It has already shown its magnificent 
resistance. On the routes to Tripoli, Benghazi and Tobruk she sailed among the wrecks, mines, 
patches of naphtha, corpses, collecting shipwrecks. Now it is again under the rabid winds in the 
bay of Valona, in the narrow port of Durazzo and still in Bari, where it seems that the bad 
weather gives her periodic appointments. 

Coming from Benghazi on the 17", on the 27" she had to leave for Sebenico, Spalato, 
Gravosa and Cataro; the 57" mission. That number 7 had already been reported by the 
superstitious: 

- There will be some big trouble - they said doing the counter spells - There is also that 
black cat on the quay ... 

But the 17" had passed smoothly, though the barometer did not promise anything good. 
Towards evening, however, the wind had strengthened; the next day one of the usual squall was 
unleashed. 

- Here we are - said the Director - supervise the fenders, strengthen the moorings, raise 
the ladder. 

Supplies from the sea were suspended. A strong undertow made the Aquileia swing as if 
it were in the open sea. Everyone on board felt that a hellish night was being prepared. 

On the evening of the 18", a fierce storm had struck the port with extreme violence. The 
ships were all obscured, but from time to time small lights glowed like fireflies here and there on 
the bridges of the anchor bases. Also on the Aquileia they tried to reinforce the moorings. 
Alongside there were two barges full of coal to be embarked that gave great tugs on the tops, 
bumping against the fenders; a motor-barge was moored in the stern and the motorist shouted 
that she was starting to take water. You could hear the excited voices of the officers and the 
people of the deck and the roar of feet looking for support on the decks already hit by the sea 
water that the 
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wind left like an icy cloud, like an intermittent shower that whipped the dead work. 

Most of the officers and crews had already patiently put themselves under cover and 
many had locked themselves up in the dressing rooms, resigned and determined to liquidate that 
night in the confused stench, in the poor spoiled atmosphere, looking for a newspaper or a book 
to read on the bunk. 

From the bridge they warned that voices could be heard calling from the dock; harsh 
voices, foreign accents, Germans. The interpreter reported that there was an impatient German 
inspector; he had to embark. 

The impetuous wind and the darkness prevented us from hearing and recognizing. 

Was it really time to demand something from that ship that seemed to struggle with the 
moorings, like a bound madman, who moved away and approached the quay, forcing the stairs to 
rise and the planks to return? 

But the German inspector insisted, showed a package, had to come aboard, lost his 
temper. 

He was not wrong, because in that moment no one he was looking after him. 

- One of the barges has sunk, the other is about to sink. 

- The stern motor-barges is submerged up to the falcon. 

All the deck people rush to look towards the barges on the opposite side of the quay; and 
yet, no matter what expedients, the inspector managed to get himself on board. The wind hits 
him immediately against a bollard; a stroke of the sea hits him and overwhelms him; he is in sea 
between the ship and the quay, in a space that widens and tightens threateningly, where the surf 
and the hull play a game of force that is resolved in mass of foam, suckers and mighty whorls 
with some shimmer of greenish phosphorescence. The unfortunate inspector can be killed, he can 
drown or be crushed at any moment, but two lifebuoys are thrown at him; at times one attacks 
him, and two sailors draw him to safety. Reduced in a miserable state, they bring him to shelter. 
Even his parcel was recovered. 

In the din of the storm there is not even the crash of the first stern mooring cable that 
breaks. Then they break the five aft cables and the four brakes. The ship is likely to crash against 
the dock, remaining 


USMM 20 The White Fleet 


Page 244 


moored with only two bow cables. The moment is really critical, but slowly the Aquileia, freed 
from that network of cables, orients itself in the wind bed, in a much less risky position. A 
fortune for everyone. 

Once again the port of Bari wanted to make one of its compliments. Around midnight 
there is a rapid improvement. The following day the ship can leave, but with reduced supplies, 
just enough; she already has too much of a stop in Bari and prefers navigation on the open sea. 


December 1942 


A halt to the retreat at Agedabia - Major operations in the western Mediterranean - Hospital ships converge 
towards Tripoli and begin to move towards Tunisia — “Citta di Trapani", lost in navigation — “Virgilio”, 
“Toscana”, “Capri” and “Meta” in search and rescue of shipwrecked .. 


The German armored Corps stopped at Agedabia. Most of Italian infantry have been 
abandoned along the way of retreat. On the front between Algeria and Tunisia, the exploring 
groups of the Anglo-American forces are progressing weakly. American and British convoys are 
attacked without practical consequences. 

The traffic of Italian supplies within the range of Malta's aircraft and ships, as well as in 
the Aegean, is seriously compromised by the rapidly established bases in Cyrenaica. Transports 
channeled on routes dominated by Malta suffer losses of 30%; on the other hand, the port of 
Tripoli can not cope with sudden urgent needs. In Italy, steamers are congesting ports and 
lacking naphtha. In Cyrenaica armored vehicles that try to stem the enemy advance are paralyzed 
by the lack of fuel. Turin and Palermo are again bombed by airplanes. Abandoned all the ports of 
Cyrenaica, the hospital ships continue the missions converging towards Tripoli and towards 
Bizerte; in all they make 7 missions, while the rescue ships Capri and Laurana are sent to rescue 
shipwrecked men in the Sicilian Channel. 

In the eastern sector, the Toscana carries out a mission to Durazzo and one in the Aegean 
islands. 

On December the Citta di Trapani hits a mine near Bizerte and sinks losing five people 
of the crew. 
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The Virgilio, sailing towards Tripoli meets a raft with five shipwrecked R.A.F. who have 
been at sea for a week. 

At the end of the year only 5 hospital ships remain in efficiency; the urgent needs on the 
various fronts and the development of events in the western Mediterranean, the threat of major 
operations at sea suggest the preparation of another hospital ship. 

The steamer Principessa Giovanna is sent to work on transformation. 

This is the last hospital ship prepared and put into service during the war. 


I 


From the report on the loss of N.O. “Citta di Trapani’ 


On December the Citta di Trapani was sailing to Bizerte. She had already completed 14 
missions, almost all to Libyan ports and had participated in the evacuation of the wounded of 
Cyrenaica until the time of the great British offensive, transporting about 300 patients in each 
trip. In its XV mission it was destined to Bizerte and was about to reach it the morning of | 
December, when, shortly after 09:00, 17 miles from the lighthouse, on the survey for 254° was 
hit by an underwater explosion. 

A very strong detonation, a violent shock to the hull, the roar of a cascade of water in the 
stern compartments, a rain of sand, dirt and mud, there was no time to sound the alarm. 

A mine. A torpedo? Needless to think about it. 

The Citta di Trapani was lost. At the height of the main mast a great gash had been 
produced on the left side of the hull, the deck and the underlying deck had collapsed; the 
partitioning of the interior rooms and the 3" ward was destroyed and a whirlwind of dirt lifted by 
the ballast had been projected in all directions. 

The gash was huge and stretched almost to the keel like an open door so the water burst 
into the interior of the hull by flooding the adjacent rooms, breaking down the engine room 
bulkheads she had immediately stopped. 

Five crew members who were near the affected area, above deck or on the lower deck, 
were killed immediately by the blast or drowned. 

A radio-telegraph sub-lieutenant was in place and attempted to launch a S.O.S., but 
transmission was not possible. With the arrest 
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of the engine the electrical current was missing and the antenna had been broken by the impact. 
A medical officer rushed to collaborate and to look for a chance of transmission by means of 
luck, but there was no time. The ship was about to sink and the lifeboats were already lowered 
and everything that could float was thrown into the sea: 

Of the six lifeboats supplied, two had been smashed by the explosion; the others were 
lowered with the maneuvering staff. As she lowered her stern launcher, she came down with a 
shudder, she lists heavily; 4 people fell overboard into the sea disappearing immediately; others 
had jumped from the side and clung to the rafts and floats. 

The officers finally left the ship a few moments before it sank, after the accessible 
premises had been inspected and after repeated attempts to force access to the secretariats and to 
save documents and values. 

By the time of the explosion, it had not been more than 12 minutes when the ship broke 
into two sections and sank. 

Among the saved there were 14 wounded. To them and to the nurses of the R. C. priority 
was given in the rescue. Last to leave the ship in imminent danger were the Director, the Captain 
and the Officers who, without distinction of degree and body, had lavished on completing the 
urgent rescue of the personnel on board. With the four lifeboats they moved away just in time to 
witness the disappearance of the ship in the middle of wreckage and a noisy vortex that in a few 
minutes subsided, leaving a fantasy of small foamy waves under the sun that came out of the 
mists of the horizon. 

The nearest landing point was the Isola dei Cani and the 4 lifeboats set off, but after two 
hours they were joined by 3 M.A.S. sent by the Command of Marina Biserta already informed of 
the shipwreck. German aircraft patrolling had reported the disappearance of the ship and the 
route of the 4 lifeboats. 

How had the Citta di Trapani been lost? 

At that point, no landmine fields were reported; no periscope had been sighted or even 
the wake of a torpedo. An investigation carried out by the Command of Marina Bizerta excluded 
the torpedo that had been considered probable in the prime theory and proved more justified the 
hypothesis that the ship had met a mine, hitting it 
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with her left side near the bow had passed a few meters on the starboard. 

All the crew had behaved bravely and the abandonment operations could be carried out in 
the best possible way in those 12 minutes that passed between the explosion and the 
disappearance of the ship. 


From the reports of the XXIX mission of the “Virgilio” and the XXVIII mission of 
“Toscana”. 


The Virgilio had left Naples at 10:00 of the 4" and was sailing towards Tripoli the 
following morning, at the crossroads of Malta at the points at 36° 08’ N - 15° 50’ E, when a 
lookout pointed its binoculars towards 30° on the left. Two and a half miles away, a pneumatic 
raft appeared and disappeared in waves of a slightly rough sea. Five people were on board and 
asked for help. When the survivors were reached, one saw that one was in very serious condition. 

They were from R.A.F. and they were part of the crew of an airplane crashed in the sea 
during the night of November 27" for an engine fire, 5 miles from Malta. The en route officer, a 
lieutenant, was missing, who died and disappeared in the landing. The aircraft had sunk in half a 
minute and the survivors were saved with difficulty because the automatic COz had not worked 
and it was necessary to inflate the raft with the hand pump. 

They had remained in sight of Malta until the whole 28" without being discovered, then 
the wind and the current had driven them away. They had no water to drink or food and had 
stayed at sea for 7 days. How could they resist? 

All the nourishment they bring with them consisted of a chocolate bar for everyone and a 
tube of 5 nutritive tablets, one per head. Then they found algae on the sea and had eaten them. 
An exceptional test of resistance, given the rigor of the season, but they could not stand it 
anymore and one of them seemed in desperate conditions. 

The nutritive tablet was a preparation composed of different elements. Already some 
samples had been collected on other occasions and sent for consideration. These were large, 
watertight tubes containing 5 large tablets with a diameter of about 3 cm. and of a thickness of 1 
cm., of a whitish color and of an indefinable taste in which it was recognized 
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that of dried meat, chocolate and sugar. According to the prescriptions, one of those tablets could 
be enough for 3 days against inanition and thirst. A bit of chocolate and the seaweed had 
completed the ration for a week. Apart from the chocolate, in negligible quantities, very little 
could be assimilated by algae. Probably it was Fucacee or Sargassi or some Laminaria, torn from 
the sea on some rocky bank and it is known that the nutritional value of algae is very poor, 
although in some Nordic countries the fucacea are used with advantage for the nutrition of the 
livestock. 

More than the nutritional and corroborating value of the limited resources available, the 
resistance of those shipwrecked was due to the reserves of strong, healthy organisms, in excellent 
conditions of nutrition at the time of the accident. 

The greatest fortune for them was the favorable weather and the calm sea that had saved 
good energy reserves. 

Less favorable weather conditions would have been fatal; one by one, exhausted and 
taken away from the sea, they would leave the empty raft, one of the many abandoned 
shipwrecks that hospital ships often encountered on the routes of the Sicilian Channel. 

The 5 British survivors remained on board the Virgilio 5 days and with prudent dietary 
supplies they could all be saved. But now they were prisoners of war. 

For more than 24 hours they had remained in sight of Malta, while airplanes passed 
through the sky and belligerent ships, steamers and convoys appeared and disappeared on the 
horizon. 

Great activities took place in those days on the routes of the Channel of Sicily and other 
hospital ships were working in search of survivors. 


The Toscana had left Naples on December 1“, heading for Taranto. After the Strait of 
Messina, it had been diverted for the point 38° 00'N - 11° 30' E looking for shipwrecked, but it 
did not find anything except the bodies. The Capri and Laurana were on the spot and from the 
Capri were transported 51 shipwrecked Germans collected in the Channel of Sicily and escaped 
from sunken steamers as well as 22 injured by the destroyers Da Recco and Bombardiere. 

At the end of 1942 the general situation was now disastrous. 
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January 1943 


All of Libya must be abandoned - Hospital ships converge in Tripoli. Zuara, Sfax, Bizerte - In the Canal of 
Sicily the English convoys pass and aircraft crash, shot down - Missions of rescue not very fruitful for the 
state of the sea - The “Virgilio” immobilized in Tripoli by explosion of a magnetic mine. 


What remains of the German Armored Corps still remains obstinately at Agheila, but 
then the enemy thrust from the South oblige her to flee to Buerat. Under strong pressure from the 
Tunisian front a withdrawal into the Fezzan and the sirtico front south of Tripoli is necessary. All 
of Tripolitania is lost. 

English ships go as far as Bona. Cruisers and destroyers leave from Malta; enemy 
submarines operate in the Sicilian Channel; in the eastern Mediterranean English convoys come 
and go. 

In the Italian Navy the few torpedoes [destroyers and torpedo boats] available must 
provide for the escort, for the laying of mines, mine sweeping and must attack the convoys on 
the routes between Algiers and Bougie. 

The 22" Tripoli is cleared and the remains of Italian-German forces withdraw to Tunisia. 

The 5 remaining hospital ships are used without interruption for the removal of Tripoli's 
hospitals and for the transport of wounded from Tunisia. Also the Toscana and the Aquileia, 
destined to the oriental sector are engaged in very frequent missions to North Africa. The 
imminent abandonment of the whole Tripolitania creates imperative urgencies in Tripoli and 
Zuara and also in the open places of the coast. 

In Zuara the air raids and the bombings are almost continuous; the coastal road is 
continually pounded by bombs and machine guns. On the ground there are no means to board the 
wounded; port works must be blown up as soon as possible. 

The Aquileia returns on the 27" with 790 patients: 240 malarial, more than 500 injured, 
20 dysenteries; 7 deceased and a suicide by hanging during the trip. The mission was very 
animated and tiring. On the outward journey, on point 40° 07' N- 18° 54' E she receives the order 
to redirect to point 39° 07' N - 17° 26' E; she finds a pilot with orders and instructions: she must 
embark wounded; in Zuara urgently. She puts at full strength. At 08:00 in the 22™ a lookout of 
crow's-nest signals a mine just in time to avoid it. Just before reaching 
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Zuara the Mera is sighted. Its recognition badges are almost completely erased due to the damage 
reported the previous day under an incursion of enemy aircraft that bombed Zuara. The Aquileia 
must embark the wounded by their own means while on the coastal road the bomber hit the 
ground with the launching of bombs and bursts of machine-guns. The embarkation of the 
wounded continues at night, in the light of headlights because in the morning they have to blow 
up the dam and block the harbor before leaving it. Air raids continue throughout the night; in the 
port there are deposits of explosives and to continue the shipment of wounded the anti-aircraft 
reaction is suspended. The injured come from advanced positions; many are in very serious 
condition and while they are in the Zuara hospitals they have been hit again during the 
bombings. The operating rooms of the Aquileia are in continuous operation. 

The Gradisca completes three missions; two to Tripoli. On December 30" from Naples, 
she returned from Tripoli on 5 January with 796 patients, among whom are the 14 malarials with 
severe forms of tropical tertian from the Siwa Oasis and 93 dysenteric coming from Libya. 
Departed from Naples on the 8", returns on the 16" with 840 returnees. During the return 
journey she is diverted by an order from Supermarina to search for shipwrecks in point 34° 33' - 
14° 55' E; she makes persistent explorations on a large area without result. At 02:18 on the 13" 
she intercepts a S.O.S. of English source: 4 shipwrecks are at sea between the parallels 34° 08' - 
34° 19'N and the meridians 15° 03'- 15° 15' E. Extends the research in that sector, but the sea 
conditions are very bad. She resumed his her, but at 12:30, Supermarina ordered her to resume 
her search, returning to the area and restarting the search again in vain, the sea became stormy 
during the night. She finds at 09:00 on point 36° 23' N - 15° 19' E and finds the body of a 
German pilot who is brought on board for recognition. 

The Gradisca starts from Naples again on the 24" direct to Sfax and returns the 30" with 
556 hospitalized. 

The Toscana leaves for Tripoli the 14") in navigation, at 23:10 on the 16" she receives 
orders to reach the area between 31° 30'- 31° 50' N and 12° 20'- 12° 40' E for shipwreck search. 

On the ie hs while exploring the area, at 13:30, she received orders to proceed 
immediately to point 34° 00' N - 14° 00' E and then make landfall. Arriving in Tripoli on the 
morning of the 19" and at 12:45 starts the embarkation; 
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Which is suspended at 14:45 for an air raid; she resumes it from 15:00 to 17:45, then again 
interrupts it under a new raid and while the incursion continues, at 20:30. There are also civilians 
on board, evacuated from the Sfax hospitals. At 03:08 on the Be while the ship is about to 
reach Naples, a woman gives birth to a child. 

The Virgilio, started on the 5" from Naples, while she is about to enter the port of Tripoli, 
is immobilized by a magnetic mine that explodes under the stern. She had arrived at 11:50 on the 
7" on point D of the access route. As the approach began, a thunderous explosion on the left side 
gave the hull a strong movement, lifting the stern, while below the hull on the left rose a column 
of water and mud. 

Stopping the engines, the ship continued the approach. The sounder measured 45 meters 
of depth. The emergency signal was given, people were called to maneuver for the boats that 
were put out, ready to be lowered. 

There was no light in the engine room and a fire had occurred. A water leek was reported 
by the machine room. While the fire lasted, it could be seen that the left engine was partially 
efficient. The ship went back to slow motion to find a shallower seabed. At 12:40 she entered the 
port. 

Repair work began immediately. It was urgent to get up from that port so targeted day 
and night. From the 7" to 10" work was carried out without interruption to obtain a temporary 
structure, then 474 infirm were boarded and the Virgilio left for Naples, where she arrived on the 
15", passing immediately to the repair works that immobilized her until April. 

Thus only 4 hospital ships remained in efficiency; even the Mela and the Epomeo had to 
undergo long repairs and the Principessa Giovanna was not ready yet. 


February-March 1943 


The air and sea control of the Mediterranean is finally lost and the army dispersed - The hospital ships 
operate in northern Africa with limited activities between Sfax, Bizerte and Tunis - ''Princess Giovanna" 
enters service. 


The war in the Mediterranean is now decided. In Italy, very strong bombardments affect 
all the ports of Sicily, Calabria, Reggio, Naples, Turin, Milan, La Spezia. From Malta all routes 
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are constantly monitored and on clear nights the defense from the torpedo aircraft is impossible. 
Even during the day the ships are attacked and sunk. 

The great battle is now concentrated in the Sicilian Channel and also many escort ships 
are affected. Fields of magnetic mines are laid in front of Tunisia's ports and dredging is not 
possible. 

The escort fleet is reduced to extremes; only a dozen destroyers, torpedo boats and some 
corvettes remain. 

The submarine hunt has been abandoned; the shortage of naphtha reaches the extremes. 
Then, enemy torpedo boats make their appearance and they rush against slow transport convoys 
that are also hampered by bad weather. At this moment the Navy personnel are lavish with 
admirable momentum, while the remains of the armored army that had reached a few kilometers 
from Alexandria are incorporated into the formations of Tripolitania that contend the ground 
verses the allied armies. 

The hospital ships operate in front of the ports of Tunisia under continuous bombing. 
During navigation, they are constantly monitored and followed by airborne reconnaissance, 
several times they are targeted by bombs and machine guns. 

The Principessa Giovanna completes the first two missions from Bari to Durazzo and to 
Missolungi, then she is destined to the western sector, but the first tests are not brilliant. The 
boilers are in very mediocre efficiency and the yield is still diminished by the poor quality of 
coal coming from the Upper Silesia, daily consumption of 58 tons, many inconveniences, for a 
maximum speed of 10 miles. 

But now the time of long missions for hospital ships is over. They will still have to 
shuttlecraft among the last accessible ports of Tunisia and then their activity will have to 
concentrate all in the operations of hasty eviction of Sicily. 

The Gradisca is sent to Messina for another exchange of prisoners of war. She leaves 
Bari on March 14, bringing 838 English prisoners, 
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of whom 26 came from Germany. She will have to exchange them: with as many Germans 
transported by the English crewed steamer Talma coming from Gedda. Among the English 
prisoners, an admiral is included who serves with the rank of Captain of the Frigate 
[Commander] recalled on request. Before disembarking from Gradisca, he leaves a letter of 
thanks for the treatment given to the English prisoners. 


April 1943 


Replenishment, and fierce fighting of the Italian-German armed forces in Tunisia - The “Aquileia” bombed 
by American aircraft; '"Tuscany” among the wandering mines and the rescue of the shipwrecked, - 
the" Sicilia" sunk; the “Gradisca” to Smirne for the exchange of prisoners — the ”Capri” hit and put out of 
service, 


In Tunisia fierce fights continue and withdrawals of the Italian-German troops. Kairouan, 
Susa, Gabes, el Hanna, Sfax, must be cleared. Air bombardments affect almost all the coastal 
cities of Sicily, Calabria and Cagliari, P.Torres, La Maddalena, Naples, La Spezia, Grosseto. 

During a bombing of the port of Naples the Sicilia is hit and sunk on April 5th. 

The other ships available continue the operations of evacuation of Tunisia where the 
exanthematic typhus was manifested. Of the rescue ships the Meta comes out for searches of 
shipwrecked, completing her last mission. 


From the reports of the LXIX and LXX mission of the “Aquileia”. 


The Aquileia started from Bari on the 26", heading for Messina and sailed with good 
weather, calm and windy skies. The barometer marked 767; she had passed the obstructions at 
midday and the officers were at the table when they heard a series of detonations in the direction 
of Bari, on three occasions. 
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- A bombardment; three waves - they said running on deck. 

- We left just in time. 

But 10 minutes had not passed when an aerial formation of about 20 aircraft with 
American badge reached the Aquileia. A first squadron flew over the ship at an altitude of about 
300 meters. Airplanes with American badges; the first that Aguileia saw. 

The second squadron also passed without compromising itself with acts of offense. As 
the third passed, a plane suddenly broke off, swooping down on the Aquileia and unhooking two 
pairs of medium-sized bombs that exploded in water about 50 meters; he completed his prowess 
with a barrage of machine guns. Tall columns of water and foam flakes lined up in a row on the 
left side of the ship, while the plane, accomplished its unjustifiable action, resumed altitude to 
reunite with its squadron. Also the Aquileia continued its course without deviating. Numerous 
fragments of bombs reached the superstructures on the left producing dents on the sheets and 
peeling paint, leaving unharmed the staff who are on the deck and did not expect such a message. 
Given the time and the perfect visibility that allowed to recognize the badges from the top, no 
doubt about the possibility of error. The ship was perfectly alone and sailed at normal speed. 

A radio message was sent to Supermarina: 

“American airborne formation bombed this ship at 14:16 in point 41° 18 'N-17° 15' E. 
Not affected and all is well on board”. 

On 28" at 06:08, the Aquileia is across from Cape Ranieri and gives the "ready" in the 
engines. The semaphore has raised a signal with the name I B R O; it is for the Aquileia: "Wait 
for orders before continuing". The Aquileia waits while maneuvering with the engines. 

At 07:15 receives instructions from Marina Messina: "Direct Tunis”. 

On the 29", while sailing regularly, it is on point 37° 35' N — 12° 03' E, a smoke of a fire 
appears on the horizon, it is 10:00, after 15 minutes there are two boats belonging to motor- 
sailboats, they are empty and left at 10:50, in 37° 28' N — 11° 29' E, a motor sailboat in flames is 
across the straight line about a mile away. 
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Nearby there are neither shipwrecked nor rafts. Suddenly a motorboat type M.A.S. appears on 
the left of unknown nationality that at full speed directs towards the Aquileia, but shortly after, 
attacked by planes that frame him with a launch of bombs, disappears from the horizon in the 
direction of Pantelleria. After a few minutes an empty raft and a mine adrift by the bow. At 13:47 
on point 37° 02’ N-11° 42' Eis sighted a rubber boat -with a shipwrecked man. 

- Finally, will we know what happened here? 

On board the Aquileia, some information is waiting impatiently to regulate. But the 
German shipwreck only claims to belong to a Junker 88 crew. Shot down on the evening of the 
25" by enemy fighters near Pantelleria, he has been at sea for 4 days, but unharmed and in good 
condition. He has a lot of appetite and just wants to refresh himself with a restorative, but does 
not look like a shipwrecked who fasted for 4 days. Of the other 3 members of the crew can not 
give news. 

At 13:55 another drifting mine appears to bow in 36° 56' N- 11° 32'E. 

At 18:04, the Aquileia makes the Ras lddah-Cape Bon obligatory route. Numerous and 
compact enemy formations composed of 30-50 airplanes continuously fly over the ship, 
attacking it several times, releasing bombs which fall into the sea, twenty to 30-50 m. from the 
side, one to 10m. from the starboard side. The ship is strongly shaken, but does not report 
damage. 

An message of alarm is sent to the air: "Attention. You bomb an Italian hospital ship". 

But the attacks are repeated until the formation is dispersed at the arrival of airplanes 
flying over the medium altitude of the Aquileia and the Toscana that navigates in counter- 
position a few miles away. 

At 22:50 the Aquileia dropped anchor in Tunis (La Colette) and reports 750 available 
places. 

During the night it remains fully lit. At 04:00 a violent attack pounds the port illuminated 
by rockets; the Aquileia could go out, but the hospitals in the sector are in difficulty and 850 
people have to be embarked. 

At 11:30 on the 30" she is ready; at that moment, order arrives 
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to bring assistance to 3000 m. North of Cape Bon. It is the traffic light house of Carthage which 
signals: “go immediately for assistance”. 

- A big problem - they say on board. 

- We already have 850 patients; there are 160 more then places available. 

- And we have no directions to reach the marked point. 

-It's out of the security route we traveled yesterday and we risk going down. 

- There are plenty of drifting mines and they do not know if magnetic mines have been 
laid on the coastal routes. 

It was decided to request instructions from Marina Tunisi. 

No answer was received nor received and at 13:40 the Aquileia left, first a slow motion as 
a precaution against the magnetic mines, then at full strength, towards the indicated point. 

There had to be something important to send a large hospital ship to a place so close to 
the coast, out of security routes; but after one hour of navigation the Aquileia sighted a German 
destroyer that signaled: 

“Go to us immediately. Come here immediately. Immediately here. Hermes”. 

"Germanic style," said the guard officer. 

- But she must be in trouble; probably bombed. 

The Hermes was still; on the sea there were numerous rafts laden with men; many were at 
sea, equipped with life preservers. They fumbled in disarray around the immobilized ship, 
perhaps from a leak. All those people had to leave her. 

- Those are not sailors - said the Director — they are German troop and was probably 
embarked to rescue her from the VIII Army that advances. 

In fact they were not sailors; it was enough to see them as they behaved on the rafts and 
at sea. They looked like a pack of swimmers. 

- Where do we put them? There is no place on board. 

- These are fugitives; they are not shipwrecked; perhaps there are not even wounded. 

- The hospital ship can not carry troops; thus prescribes the Hague Convention. 

- We do not know a security route and we risk staying there with more than a thousand 
people on board. 

Everyone has his say. Meanwhile a signal had been transmitted from the bridge and from 
the Hermes they had answered: 

"Zone free of mines; make direct route”. 
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- We have an order to execute - said the Director - but now we must approach. 

The approach maneuver begins and at 14:35 the Aquileia stops the engines. She is on the 
point 36° 53' N - 10° 31'E. Alighting the motorboats and these return bringing 111 Germans: 2 
officers, two non-commissioned officers and 6 common of the German Navy, 23 non- 
commissioned officers and 78 soldiers of the German Armored Corps. Some are wounded; a 
group of aircraft attacked and machine-gunned them. The rest of the crew and soldiers still 
remain on board the Hermes. Two trawlers sent by Tunis have come to make themselves 
available. 

- Man in the sea! 

They cry from the bridge; the binoculars are pointing towards the open sea. 

There is a man who swims. He is sent to meet a motor-launch that takes him on board. 

Or this? Where does he come from? Who is he? 

The crew follows him with great animation; a castaway who is swimming from the open 
sea! A vessel is to be thrown into turmoil; it is spoken of everywhere; everyone wants to see him; 
everyone tries to guess. The Aquileia has been there for an hour and nothing has been seen on the 
horizon; who it will be? 

"He deserved to be saved," they said when his dramatic adventure was known. 

He was an American non-commissioned officer; pilot of a fighter aircraft that, in flight, 
collided with another, also American; a collision in the sky, a swarming. Both fell from the sky. 
He knew nothing about the other; He disappeared. For a few hours he was swimming trying to 
reach the coast. He did not want to say anything else. It was clear that he was not satisfied with 
that rescue. Evidently he would have preferred to reach the coast. The VIII Army was about to 
get hold of that area and if it had not been that German ship ... 

"Could he be held on board if he refused to be hospitalized?" 

A hospital ship could not carry out acts of hostility and that would have been an act of 
capture. From this moment the castaway is a prisoner of war. 

- You can be happy; he will come back to his house, while that other ... 

At that moment, the Aquileia resumed its course to reach 
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the area of Cape Bon and transmitted a radio message to Supermarina, giving it to Marina 
Tunisi: 

"I'm leaving with 900 patients. Guided to the point designated by Marina Tunisi to 
recover other shipwrecked”. 

Supermarina responded with the order to reach Bari. 

- So? What was there to do at Cape Bon? 


From the report on the XXXVIII mission of "Toscana". 


The Toscana had already completed two missions to Tunis and to Bizerte during the 
month of April and on the 24" she had again left Livorno, heading for Tunis. 

Already in the two previous missions had been found in front of the prow some drifting 
mines, wreckage and bodies. 

That was a decisive moment for the war in the Mediterranean and the Channel of Sicily 
was the way of tragedy, the route of Death, The barriers between Sicily and Tunisia, around 
Malta and Pantelleria, let loose roaming mines that insidious currents carried on the obligatory 
routes. 

The Toscana had met 5 mines on the 16": 3 were met between the 25" and 26", 2 others 
on the 28". A dense fog made it very difficult to sight. Because of the fog, on the orders of 
Supermarina, on the 26" the Toscana had reversed the route to resume the itinerary with 24 
hours of delay and then had to head for a different point in search of the pilot. 

On the 28" midday she sailed towards Tunis and followed the safety routes according to 
the instructions, passing between the banks of mines that blocked the Sicilian Channel: From 
15:15 to 17:40 she had continuously maneuvered to collect 72 shipwrecked men from the 
steamer Teramo, burned by an aerial bombardment and was on course again, when a large 
formation of planes overflowed by releasing several bombs that exploded in the sea along the left 
side and near the stern. 

"They are intimidating bombers," said an officer, who did not want to admit deliberate 
acts of hostility from the enemy. 

On the 29" the Toscana was in Tunis and boarded sick, wounded, German religious and 
health personnel. At 15:55 she was back in navigation. 
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In front of Cape Carthage, on point 36° 54' N — 10° 26' E, a formation of numerous 
American twin-engines threw themselves towards the hospital ship at low altitude, attacking it 
with bombs and with machine guns, 15 people were wounded. 

At 17:30 the Toscana is in front of two drifting motor-sailboats that make signs asking 
for assistance. As the ship maneuver to approach them, you hear the screams of sea rescue on the 
starboard. There are 3 shipwrecked who are recovered; another 11 and 3 bodies are transshipped 
by the trawlers. They are all German soldiers. The shipwrecked are not injured; they declare that 
in the afternoon of the 29" three fishing boats had been sent to the aid of the steamer Teramo, 
burned and stranded at Ras el Drak. They had suffered two raids; the first at 16:30 and the 
aircraft had been rejected; the second, of about thirty Hurricane-type fighters, had hit the trawler 
T.T. 01 with a bomb, sinking it with all the crew. The other two T.T. 03 and 05 had been hit at 
the hull and at the engines: 

On T.T.01 there were 10 crew members, but none of the survivors could give notice.. 

The Toscana added the 14 shipwrecked to a hospital ward and with a cargo of 938 
people headed to Livorno. 


From the report of the Command in Chief of the Lower Tyrrhenian on the sinking of the 
N.O. “Sicilia”. 


The Sicilia had returned from a mission to Sfax on the morning of the 4" and had already 
landed the patients in the port of Naples, moored at the Molo Pisacane. The departments and 
decks were still a bit cluttered after the rushed traffic in order to steal the injured and the sick 
from the danger of bombing. At 15:15 the sirens sounded the alarm and soon after the first wave 
of bombers attacked the entire port area. Incendiary and explosive bombs hit the Sicilia. The fire 
first invaded all the rooms of the A, B, C decks on the starboard and immediately afterwards also 
all those on the left and the deck rooms aft; a leak was open in the left flank at the front of the 
hold No. 4. 

Firefighters intervened to start the extinguishing operation, but it was not possible to 
complete it before 22:00 and it was not possible to seal the leak, due to the second raid with 
repeated bombardment of the port. The recovery office was also interested, 
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destined to recover damaged ships, but not equipped for emergency aid, especially in the case of 
ships of which the compartmentalization was not known and could not usefully engage, hindered 
by fires that were rekindled from time to time by preventing access to lower decks and the use of 
pumps from depletion. Because of the fires, the recovery of materials could not be attempted. 

In the interval between the two alarms a diver visited the hull and it bore deformations 
and hatches that made suspect a 10-15 meters long leak through which it produced a strong 
suction of water, while from the inside the water invaded very quickly the lower rooms. 

Immediately after the attack, the ship skidded to the left by a few degrees, probably due 
to flooding of the double hull. 

The three fires were tamed with powerful jets of water that collecting in the lower decks 
determined water infiltrations increasing the heel. It was also noted that at the time of the air-raid 
all the portholes of the lower bridges were not closed, nor the loading doors and the closing was 
subsequently hindered by having the fires made the premises of the lower decks inaccessible. 

While the recovery office was available for the dispatch alongside of two pontoons with 
drain pumps, the 2" attack intervened that developed from 19:40 to 20:30 and paralyzed every 
provision. Meanwhile, the water penetrated by the leak flooded the boiler compartment; the 
boiler left running had been cut off and the electric light had also cut off. 

With increasing heeling the water began to penetrate also from the loading doors and the 
portholes remained open for which the stability was gradually canceled and the ship continued to 
lean during the night until smokestacks and the masts leaned on by pressing on the edge of the 
quay. 

Shortly after midnight on the 5 the ship laid down with its left side on the bottom of the 
port. 

A new survey of the diver remained unsuccessful because the area of the hull where the 
flaw was supposed to rest lay on the muddy bed of the bottom. 

There was no harm to people. 
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The Capri was a small motorboat of 629 tons, 58 meters long and together with the 
Orlando and San Giusto constituted a group of smaller hospital ships, but of a tonnage much 
higher than that of the others. 

It was ready on April 1, 1942, that is about a year after the first experiences with the 
smaller motorboats and when the Orlando and San Giusto had already been lost. But the choice 
did not appear very convenient, although its capacity could reach 40 beds. Built for navigations 
in the Gulf of Naples and accustomed to navigating on those calm waters, it always showed an 
incorrigible intolerance for the open sea and with every attempt it confirmed its unsuitability for 
offshore sailing. It seemed that its instability also wanted to add other arguments to avoid 
transfers from Naples. She broke the anchor chain, losing it with 5 lengths; she got stuck entering 
the port; she received a gash in the plating for a collision. They were of unpromising qualities, 
and by force of repairs and stops spent long periods away from the Channel of Sicily to which it 
was intended for transfers of the sick from Pantelleria and Lampedusa to Trapani and for rescue 
at sea of castaways. But, when she had to be in the areas of operations, she took voluntarily and 
contributed to the eviction of sick and wounded in the evacuation of Tripolitania under enemy 
attacks, suffering no slight loss of life among the crew and deserving an official eulogy. In 
March, while she was in port of Trapani, during the bombings of the 11" and the 16" reported 
serious damage that required other repairs. 

On April 21™ she had the last painful trial while she was still undergoing repairs at Torre 
del Greco. 

Hit by a bomb on the right side she again reported serious damage to the hull and had 2 
dead and 15 wounded on board, including two officers. 

Thus ends the activity of the Capri during the conflict. 

Sent back for repair work, she stood still in Baia and could not perform any other 
missions. 
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May 1943 


Towards the end of the war in North Africa - Last convoys to Tunisia - Handled activities of hospital 
ships - The adventures of the “Virgilio” and of “Aquileia” - Visits under the control of the enemy — The 
“Principessa Giovanna”, harshly hit, in navigation, returns with serious damage, 54 dead and 52 
injured. 


In Tunisia the withdraws continue, 

Bombardier raids follow one another on the ports of Sicily, Calabria and the Tyrrhenian 
coasts. Pantelleria, Favignana, Naples, Civitavecchia, Ostia, Livorno are heavily pounded. 

The Italian-German troops, attacked by tanks, are overtaken in various areas. On the 4"" 
the town of Mateur is cleared; on the i Tunis, Bizerte and Bona were evacuated. The (3¢ 
resistance ceases of the Italian I Army, after 35 months of war in Africa. 

The hospital ships continue operations of clearance until the last moments with 
unperturbed serenity, among the pitfalls of the mined benches and under the attacks of the air 
forces. 

Aquileia, Virgilio, Princ. Giovanna, Toscana perform the most eventful missions, while 
the Gradisca returns twice to Smyrna for the exchange of prisoners. 

The Laurana is diverted, led to Susa and then to Malta as war booty. 


From the report of the XXXIV mission of the “Virgilio”. 


Virgilio remained in Spezia for a long time in repair work for the damage reported in 
Tripoli. On May 7™ she finds herself in a roadstead in Trapani and at 22:00 she receives the order 
to leave for Tunis. 

The sea is stormy; in navigation she receives the order to go to the base near C. Mustafa, 
but the order can not be executed because of the bad conditions of the sea. The Virgilio continues 
a slow motion crossing, informing Supermarina. 

At 15:23 she is attacked by 3 waves of bomber aircraft that drop many bombs. 
Fortunately they all end up in the sea. 

At 19:00 a German fighter plunges into the sea a mile from the ship. The pilot launched 
himself with a parachute. During the maneuver to recover him, an enemy plane attacks by 
releasing 10 bombs; these also explode in the sea. It is night and the sea tends to calm down; the 
Virgilio continues to cross on the C. Mustafa - Tripoli security route to be at C. Mustafa at dawn 
on the 9". 
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From Supermarina he orders her to go on to Corbus; at 12:15 she is at about 300 m. in front of 
the village and the embarkation of wounded begins. 

At the dawn of the 10" the Virgilio begins the return journey; is through the I. Zembra 
when from the bridge are reported 3 ships of the Jervis type that direct to full force towards the 
hospital ship. A mile away, the head of the flotilla raises a signal from the international code: 

"You will go on a check-up visit to the bay of Tunis”. 

The Virgilio where to obey: Article 12 of the Hague Convention. 

At 12:30 from the same ship is reported to stop the engines. The Virgilio is in 37° 02’ N - 
10° 25' E. The English ship launches a boat that carries a commission. 

They asked for information on the mission accomplished, the documents of the ship are 
examined, the lists of passengers are checked and the role of the crew. Virgil has 855 patients on 
board, including 79 officers and 254 wounded. There are 537 Germans on board; no prisoner of 
war. Everything is found in order and the impeccable internal organization of the large hospital 
ship is observed with undisguised admiration. At 13:30 the inspection visit is over, the ship is 
vacated and the Commission disembarks after having also given the safety route for the return to 
Italy. 

"All right" is written in the binnacle paper. 

- All right - What were they looking for? - asks a complementary medical officer. 

- They have exercised a right of belligerents, according to the Hague Convention. They 
could also claim the delivery of injured or sick people. If we had on board the wounded English 
or their allies, they could free them. If they had liked to take our hospital officers to prison, we 
could not have prevented them. 

- Even our officers or our allies? and we should have to deliver them? And who would 
have them delivered? 

- We should have delivered them and let them take it! This prescribes the Convention and 
the signatory governments have committed themselves to respect it. 

- An unacceptable clause; a not very honorable capture also for the belligerent. I would 
like to see how it would be welcomed by us 
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a commander who returned with such loot: prisoners captured on board a hospital ship, injured 
and sick in the impossibility of resisting and defending themselves. A nice protection for the 
wounded, this Convention! 

- A right of capture. It was introduced and maintained in the Convention by the insistence 
of German delegates ... 

An article that tastes like German. Interesting! 

- But it has never been applied. On the sea, certain accounts are regulated in a rather 
different way than in the banks of the diplomatic Conferences. The diplomats do not know the 
soul of the sailors. The application of that article depends on the discretion and dignity of the 
commanders of warships. Only the liberation of compatriots could be requested and provided 
they were not in conditions to suffer because of the transshipment; a big responsibility, in 
addition to the embarrassment of arranging them conveniently on board a warship that could also 
from one moment to another be engaged in a fight ... 

On the evening of the 10" the Virgilio passes through Pantelleria; it is about 7 miles 
when a salvo of bullets flies over the ship and explodes into the sea at a hundred meters. It is a 
152 coastal battery that opens fire. The subsequent shots can not be located. 

The Virgilio transmits a radio message to the Command of the island: 

“Hospital ship Virgilio transits passage Pantelleria advise coastal defense”. 

On board wonder and laughter. 

- Thank god for us that the shot is what it is; but if they can not do better than those 
Pantelleria batteries do? 

- Let them do it! There is no danger. But in the history of Virgilio we did not miss this: a 
coastal battery that shoots against it. At times they still harked back to the arsenal, hospital of 
hospital ships. 


From the report of the LXX mission of the “Aquileia”. 
The Aquileia arrived on the 3" from Tunis with 900 returnees after traveling 1355 miles 


in 157 hours. That overload has forced makeshift accommodation: the stormy sea has made 
navigation 
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tormenting for the patients. She would need a general reassure and a little rest for the crew. The 
Director pointed out the difficulties encountered in boarding the masses, with excessive demands 
from the German commanders who do not want to take into account the limited availability; has 
requested an improvement in the security follow-ups that cannot be easily recognized by high 
altitudes; he proposed to inform pilots through the diplomatic channels of the rules for the 
recognition of hospital ships; but the 5" At 12:26 the Aquileia must leave for North Africa. Its 
destination is Kelibia, one of the places that are still barely accessible, already under threat of 
occupation. 

Together with the order of operation, the navigation regulations, the security routes, the 
landing point, etc. are communicated separately in a sealed envelope to be kept as a secret 
document. The Aquileia follows the mandatory routes to Tarapini according to the instructions. 

The 6" is over flown by a formation of 14 Americans four-engine aircraft. 

- Caution; those make few compliments - they say on board. 

At a distance of half an hour passes another formation of 15 four-engine aircraft directed 
towards E N E. 

At the Cape dell'Armi the lighthouse signals that until further notice entry into the port of 
Reggio is prohibited. 

On the 7" a float of unusual shape is sighted. All hypotheses are formulated, even if it is 
a cetacean: a whale! It is not about a balloon; an air balloon. Shortly thereafter, the pilot boat that 
guides the Aquileia at a very low speed. Magnetic mines have been laid in the Trapani area. New 
instructions come from the Trapani Command: go to Tunis. 

English radio messages are intercepted during navigation, announcing the occupation of 
Bizerte and Tunis. The Aquileia and Virgilio are on the same route and a short distance from 
each other. 

The Aquileia asks for instructions from Supermarina and has this answer: 

"If possible board injured in Kelibia". 

But the conditions of the sea are very bad; even the Virgilio can not resist and the ships 
decide to get under cover, sheltering in Tunis is now to be excluded; a radio message of the ship 
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German hospital [ship] Konstanz denounces attacks by the British air force for which it must 
leave the Tunis roadstead. 

At 13:00, the Ras Mustafa semaphore station transmits the order to direct coastal routes 
towards Hammamet and to drop anchor of the roadstead. After a few minutes, 4 low-level British 
twin-engined aircraft repeat optical signals: CU R C U R, followed by a fixed light for 5 
seconds. But Aquileia has no way of interpreting them. Meanwhile weather tends to worsen and 
it is not possible to remain anchored in front of the coast. The Aquilea and Virgilio remained 
undercover continuing the route to Tunis, over flown by a fleet of about 50 American twin- 
engines. 

Another order comes for the Aquileia “overtake Hammamet and head on Corbus, 
boarding wounded at Ras Fortas”. 

At 15:22 a squadron of 4 twin-engine aircraft fly at very low altitude and aft pass; one 
detaches it, turns around the ship, signaling insistently the letter A; but the Aquileia has no means 
of interpreting the signal. Meanwhile, the Virgilio who proceeds at a mile distant is attacked by 
airplanes; the bombs are seen to explode very close to her starboard. A few minutes later, two 
other aircraft attack the Aquileia, while numerous others hover on the ship with insistence. Then 
the Aquileia reverses the route heading towards the open sea. 

Other counter-orders arrive at 16:20; “keep to the cover along the Mustafa-Hammamet 
coastal route”. 

Meanwhile, the planes continue to circle over the Aquileia; the state of the sea does not 
allow to follow the safety routes accurately. The ship is continually moved by the wind and the 
sea and finds no reference points to check its position at night; 4 drifting mines are avoided with 
risky juxtapositions and the planes keep circling on the ship that drifted leeward; at 18:00, other 
mines are very close to the route; and Supermarina orders: “Set sail to find you at 07:00 at Ras 
Mustafa and continue to Cape Carthage many injured to embark”. 

Meanwhile, Virgilio informs Supermarina: “Attacked again by enemy aircraft and 
bombed after attempting to rescue British airmen”. “We return to base Trapani”. 

High seas, impetuous wind and current have moved the Aquileia and it is not possible to 
see a Star to make observations with the sextant. Also the Aquileia decides to return to Trapani; 
the Virgilio 
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she asks Marina Trapani to light the Favignana lighthouse to check his position. Supermarina in 
the meantime asks if the Aquileia has resumed the course to carry out the mission. 

An exclamation, too expressive perhaps, escapes the Director of Aquileia. Supermarina 1s 
not in luck; then an order to the R. T. station on board: 

- To transmit to Supermarina: “I will drop anchor roadstead Trapani I will leave again 
tomorrow weather permitting. Aquileia“. 

Arrived in Trapani after midnight, the Aquileia gives anchors in the bay. It is not possible 
to communicate with the land because of the sea. The ship rolls like offshore; spend the day like 
that until in the afternoon a tugboat can dock alongside the Aquileia. The Director can go to the 
Command and ask for orders after having presented the situation. At the end he receives 
instructions for the security routes and the order to leave for Tunis and Corbus. 

The Aquileia starts again. Airplanes pass them and go over them, lighting them with 
rockets. Often they shine bow light signals; they are still signals that can not be deciphered with 
the international code, signals made by ships that monitor the Aquileia; perhaps they are secret 
signs of recognition; maybe they are attempts at communications? At 02:00 Marina Trapani 
transmits: 

"Reached the Ras El Amar meridian continue coastal routes and head Ras Durbas where 
you will anchor. Communicate position every hour”. 

The Aquileia follows the instructions. At 06:00 she met up on the starboard 3 English 
destroyers that shoot with anti-aircraft artillery with tracer projectiles; to the bow there are 3 
more that cut off the route. One raises the signal R V: Where are you heading? 

The Aquileia responds with optical signals and the destroyer, after greeting, directs with 
the others towards S W. 

At 08:55 a lookout signals a launch with drowned castaways. The Aquileia gives the 
“ready” in the engines and stops. The launch is occupied by 15 German soldiers with 2 officers. 
They do not have strength or they can not row to meet the hospital ship, but they are outside the 
safety route. To recover them she must put a motorboat into sea, while a formation of 15 
American aircraft passes over the Aquileia. 

At 11:10 Mariafrica communicates: 

“To N. O. Aquileia. Sea conditions do not allow boarding 
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wounded in Corbus direct Kelibia where you will anchor and embark wounded by yours means". 

The Aquileia again reverses the route to the new destination and shortly after another 
radio message arrives from Supermarina: 

"Stop Sidi Daud for embarking wounded." 

After a further exchange of radio messages with the aforementioned authorities, The 
Aquileia directs again to Kelibia, remaining at slow motion because it appears that many 
magnetic mines infest the coastal routes and at 13:30 dropped anchor in the bay to Kelibia. It 
informs Mariafrica, but this does not give the "received" although it is also called by Coltano. 

Every hour the Aquileia repeats the news that is in Kelibia and embarks wounded; the 
news 1s also transmitted in English. Meanwhile, two medical officers are sent to the ground to 
regulate the boarding of the few wounded and to protect the boats from the onslaught of many 
valid soldiers who violently claim to embark. The embarkation is barely possible because the 
hospitals are far away and the many orders and counter-orders have indicated different locations 
creating uncertainty. Almost immediately a violent air attack hits Kelibia. Numerous fragments 
of bombs reach the ship; boarding is suspended; the launches are withdrawn under the side; the 
medical officers are left on the ground. As the attack decreases in intensity the boats are sent 
back to the ground to resume traffic and bring the officers back on board. Once the operations 
are over, the Aquileia is ready to set sail; but at that moment a radio broadcast of Supermarina 
arrives: 

"Stay in place until new orders". 

The Aquileia remains. Here's what happens to her in front of Kelibia. Time passed in 
vain; the hospitals from which the wounded were to arrive were already blocked by the 
occupation of the adversary. Three British destroyers were crossing off and watching and waiting 
for the hospital ship. Most likely they suspected that in addition to the few wounded arrived on 
the spot, the Aquileia embarked valid fugitives, far more numerous than the wounded and 
determined to try every means to be taken on board and removed from the danger of capture. 

At 19:45 one of the British destroyers raises a signal to flags "Come here; star 90” and 
repeating in plain language and in Italian: “Come here now”. 
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The Aquileia should sail and obey, but the route 90 does not correspond to the safety 
routes indicated in the instructions received at the start. 

However, considering that he must obey, Aquileia points out: "I am steering for security 
routes" and he puts the bow forward. Then the English ship raises the signal: I have a doctor on 
board; and then; I need medical assistance; then it detaches from the formation and directs 
towards the hospital ship keeping the signal at the shore: I am approaching to the left. 

At 20:42 the Aquileia stops the engines; the enemy ship approaches bringing the signal: 
"T will join you and I will send a doctor together with others on board your ship all unarmed”. 
Then he launches a boat with which a staff officer, a medical officer, a non-commissioned 
officer and three sailors arrive alongside. 

The non-commissioned officer and two sailors remain at the gangway holding a signal 
lantern ready; the others ask to be led by the Director and the captain of the ship. 

Finally we know what they want. This is a check-up visit. Ask the captain about the 
destination; ask the Director for permission to visit the ship. They are accompanied to the desk of 
Director where are the lists of patients and their medical records. The medical officer examines 
some of them. They go into the wards and the medical officer asks the department heads for 
some explanation on some patients. Meanwhile, the other officer asks that some rooms be 
opened to see - what is inside: the English sailor is sent to inspect the engine corridor to the fore. 
In the cabin of a hospitalized officer draws attention to the belt with the gun holster, but the 
holster is empty; the weapon has already been removed at the time of boarding. 

Everything is found in order. 

After the visit, the Commission, the Director and the captain of the ship gather on the 
bridge. The Director protests for having been forced to leave the anchor before the end of the 
boarding operations of the wounded and asks if it will be possible to stay until the following day 
to complete the load. 

- advise you to go to Italy - answers the English commander. 

The Director insists and adds: 
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“Tt is better to you to go to Naples "- and finally he makes it clear that war operations on 
the coast are imminent and it is better for the hospital ship to get away. At the request to put 
these statements in writing, the English officer replies that he is not to do so, but to be able to 
make a statement about the outcome of the visit. 

They wrote in the logbook: 

“Ttalian Hospital ship Aquileia boarded. Found to be in order” and they signed. 

While proceeding to this formality the Director of Aquileia protested for the air attack 
suffered at anchor in the bay of Kelibia. 

"It can not be British planes," they replied. - Our orders are to respect hospital ships; but 
you were so close to the ground that perhaps it was not possible to prevent some mistakes in the 
disengagement of the bombs. 

Before leaving the Aquileia, the staff officer of warned not to transmit radio 
communications on what had happened on board nor on the presence of English ships in front of 
Kelibia and Ras Mustafa. When the Commission returned on board the British ship signaled 
"Proceed" and at 21:15 the Aquileia got back in motion. 

But at 21:15 another order of Supermarina had arrived: ““N.O. Aquileia take Mariafrica 
orders to return as soon as you finish wounded boarding; in the absence of orders left anchoring 
tomorrow morning“. 

Waiting for other communications and orders that could only expose the ship to 
diversions and some damage, the Aquileia directs for Trapani on a security route, with the sea 
rough by N.W. It had not been an hour since the British Commission's visit that a sound of 
cannonade was heard from onboard in the direction of the coast between Mustafa and Kelibia. 


Officers arrived on deck: 
- Gunfire. These are cannonades; a naval action. We left in time. 


- There was to be mad to want to execute all those orders and counter-orders that could 
come. 


Page 274 


USMM 20 The White Fleet 





« PRINCIPESSA GIOVANNA » 


— #26 — 


USMM 20 The White Fleet 


Page 275 


- And the injured who had to embark? They will all be taken prisoner. 

- Unfortunately, but if they had returned to land the launches would have been assaulted 
by healthy fugitives, armed and determined to do anything to leave the coast. 

"Luckily the fugitives were not allowed to board; the control visit would have had 
another result. Article 4 of the Hague Convention. 

- Always him, the conventions specialist, who serve when they serve the strongest. That 
bombing in Kelibia was not due to chance or error; we were a mile from the ground and the 
planes came from inside the coast. If the Conventions were really observed ... 

- Today they have been observed; on one side and the other. 


From a letter of the Director of “Aquileia”: 


... A certain coldness is noticeable towards the hospital ships, however, in these sad 
moments were the only ones that worked profitably despite the opposition of the enemy who 
dominated the sea and the sky of the whole sector and sprayed us with bombs during the last two 
missions to Tunisia. It was really fortunate that no one was hurt by the splinters that came 
aboard. We have done our best by fighting against the wickedly adverse weather which threatens 
to make the ship run on the mines; also the inspection visit of the enemy Commission showed 
the perfect correctness of the ship in the observance of the Convention just when the enemy 
could believe that in that circumstance we would be filled with valid fugitives. 

Missions like these are really torment if for those who have all the responsibilities of a 
ship. For almost a week I did not see my bunk. The officers and the crew, especially those on the 
ground, under the bombardments, regulated the traffic, deserve a lively eulogy ... 

- These hospital ships! - said some ministerial officers. 

- it would take a military commander of the General Staff on board. 
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The Principessa Giovanna left Livorno in May for the VIII mission. I took orders in 
Trapani and sailed the 3" for Tunis, at 06:00 of the 4"" is in sight of C. Mustafa. 

When it is on point 36° 46 'N — 11° 14’ E she is joined by 3 British destroyers who signal 
the presence of castaways. 

After persistent research and despite the high sea can recover 71 people belonging to the 
crew of the DD. Perseo and that of the steamer Campobasso. 

; At 22:00 of 4" arrives in Tunis. She embarks 788 people and departs for Naples on the 
Se 

She has boarded 300 people more than the available seats considering the particular 
moment. Navigation proceeds regularly on the assigned routes, with excellent time and visibility. 

At about 14:40 to about 14 miles to S W from Zembra, 4 enemy planes are sighted that 
direct decisively towards the ship and arrived in proximity, lowering in swooping they drop a 
first salvo of bombs. As soon as she realized the hostile intentions of the planes, the ship 
maneuvered zigzaging promptly and thus avoids 3 more discharges of bombs - a total of about 
twenty - launched consecutively in successive passages. After the bombardment, the planes 
return to the attack by straining the superstructures. The bombs all fall into the sea, some less 
than 20 m. from the hull. 

From the R. T. Station, the notice is aired in Italian and in English: 

“Hospital ship Principessa Giovanna with 800 injured on board Gulf of Tunis exit 
Zembra Island attacked by enemy aircraft bombed and repeatedly machine-gunned. Damages 
and injuries on board. Our vessel continues to navigate”. 

During the machine-gunning there was a death and some injured among the crew. 

After the verification of the damages, the ship and all the services being in full efficiency, 
the navigation continues regularly; at 18:00 a national Red Cross plane marked with the n.2 is 
spotted at sea. A shouting distance communicates it to be damaged and have on board two dead 
and three wounded. 
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Suddenly a squadron of enemy aircraft directs towards the hospital ship and from low 
altitudes it launches bursts of machine-gunning with the clear purpose to hit those who are on 
deck and almost at the same time unhook numerous bombs. Meanwhile, the rescue plane is able 
to disengage by starting the engines and floating to the land while some bombs hit the ship in full 
near the hatch of the hold no. 4. After breaking through the deck, they explode producing 
extremely serious damage, including the destruction of the power station, the non-commissioned 
berth. Officers and the department of the pharmacy, of the bacteriological toilet, of the refectory 
hall of sick officers and officers and of the galley with almost total loss of food supplies. 

At the same time it develops in the hold n. 4 a large fire that immediately spreads to the 
surrounding areas and is fueled by the reserve power plant oil, baggage, provisions of food and 
all the material of respect that is found in the ignited hold. 

Immediately after the explosion of the bombs, the whole crew lavished with fire 
extinguishers and then with hoses to extinguish the fire, despite countless difficulties due to the 
lack of light, the breaking of various sections of the fire pipe, the smoke that is released from the 
hold, to the obstructions caused by debris. 

The explosion of the bombs had also destroyed the R.T. antennas, but it was possible to 
immediately restore the service and launch the distress signal communicating with Supermarina 
and the hospital ship Virgilio. 

As a result of machine-gunning and the explosion of bombs on board, the victims were 
very numerous: dead 54; wounded 52; 11 of the dead and 22 of the wounded belonged to the 
crew. Despite the fact that the hospital wards were deprived of lighting and disordered by the 
movement of air, the wounded were immediately assisted. 

Having noted the tragic balance, the considerable list of the ship, the lack of light for the 
protection signals, at first it was thought to reach Zembra, and the route was reversed, but then 
the fire was circumscribed, a partial illumination ensured, corrected the heel, it was decided to 
resume the route in order to get out of the area where the enemy had perpetrated a deliberate act 
of hostility. 
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Given the appropriate communications to the higher authorities, the Principessa Giovanna 
headed on Trapani, asking for assistance upon arrival. 

On the 6" at 05:50 the ship arrived in Trapani; she landed the bodies of the slain until 
then recovered, the wounded not stretchered, in order to simplify all the services, then she left for 
Naples where the other wounded and the other corpses recovered among the debris during the 
navigation are landed. 

On the 8", the Principessa Giovanna was on the quay of the port of Naples, waiting to 
be sent for repair. Her war missions were over. When the repairs were finished, the war was 
over, but Principessa Giovanna was one of the two ships that could continue the missions even 
after the armistice. 
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VIL. 


WITH SOVEREIGN CONTEMPT 
OF THE DANGER. 


June 1943 


Epilogue of the war in North Africa - The hospital ships “Gradisca” and “Aquileia” continue the missions in 
the eastern sector — “Gradisca” from a mission to Turkey for the exchange of prisoners. 


The war in Africa is over. From the ports of Tunisia the last transports of refugees started. 
Most Italian-German troops are no more than a mass of prisoners. 

The Pantelleria base, left without supplies, surrenders to the Anglo-American allies who 
can now prepare for the landing in Sicily and start a series of bombings attacking Marsala and 
Catania. 

The Italian fleet has been divided: the most modern battleships are located in La Spezia; 
it is expected that they could not even intervene in front of the Strait of Messina. With each fleet 
exit, it takes a month to replace the consumption of naphtha. 

In mid-June the situation seems desperate, but we trust in some new fact that can still 
allow it to stall. We are constantly talking about new weapons and new destructive means with a 
formidable action to be used in extreme cases ... 

Until the last days of resistance in Tunisia, supplies continued at the price of serious 
losses; troops, vehicles, ammunition and fuels were transported until the end of the operations, 
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navigating in a narrow passage protected by two mined barrages of six lines, but always under 
the aerial bombardments and under the fire of light enemy ships of the fleet formed in Malta. The 
Sicilian Channel is littered with debris, drifting mines, corpses, oily spots and naphtha. 

The Virgilio is the only ship that can perform a mission to the Sicilian Channel. It should 
bring health supplies to Pantelleria, but reaches Trapani when Pantelleria has already fallen and 
returns to Naples with 813 patients. 

The Aquileia is left in the eastern sector for Albania and Greece; also the Gradisca, 
returned from the last mission in Turkey, remains assigned to the Albanian sector. The 
Principessa Giovanna is being repaired. 

The situation of hospital ships is as follows: 

Aquileia, Gradisca, Toscana, Virgilio are the hospital ships that have remained in 
efficiency, of the 12 manned from the beginning of the war. Of the small rescue ships there are 
only the Sorrento located in Sardinia and the Mera located in Sicily. 

In anticipation of further fighting for the defense of Sicily and Sardinia, studies are being 
undertaken for the preparation of other hospital ships, examining the plans of the steamer 
Limbara, of the motor-ship Calitea and the former French hospital ship Sphinx. 


From the report on the LVII mission of N. O. “Gradisca”. 


The Gradisca is part of the last mission to Turkey, the V mission for the exchange of 
disabled prisoners and personnel protected by the Conventions, religious and health personnel. 

From mid-March the Gradisca is engaged in this kind of missions, except for a short 
interval for a recovery mission to Durazzo and to Antivari from 3 to 6 March. Four exchange 
missions were carried out in the latter period following the first, carried out in April 1942. In 
total, the Gradisca brings home 6,380 people among disabled and protected staff members, 
exchanged with as many of the opposing allies, not counting those transported by the steamers 
Argentina and Citta di Tunisi, who accompanied the Gradisca in the last two missions. 

The exchange of protected personnel by hospital ships or ships equipped and marked 
with the emblem of the Convention, was carried out for the first time in the last conflict. 
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The last of these missions took place from May 27" to June 8". The Gradisca, the Citta 
di Tunisi and Argentina leave Bari on | June, give a road to Smyrna in the vicinity of the 
English hospital ships Talamba and Tairea and the de-Gaullist steamer Sontaj. The usual 
formalities and exchanges of courtesies with the Turkish authorities and with the representatives 
of I. C. R. C., the preliminary agreements on the modalities of the exchange take the whole day 
of the arrival. The following day, the disembarkation and embarkation operations are carried out 
regularly. First the wounded and the sick are exchanged, then disembark from the protected 
Sontaj 832. 

A total of 2,676 are exchanged, of whom 1,279 are admitted on board the Gradisca, 688 
on the Argentina and 709 on the Citta di Tunisi. 

From that moment the state of captivity ceased for all. 

On 3 June all ships with a cross leave at 05:00. First the English convoy leaves, then the 
Italian convoy that returns to Bari at 10:00 on 8 June. 

No drawback occurred during the exchange operations. No contact was made between 
health personnel of the two belligerent adversaries, but the Turkish authorities, representatives of 
the I. C. R. C. and the crews of the two sides effectively contributed to the success of the 
complicated mission of the six protected ships. 

This is an episode worthy of being remembered, because it marks a very significant date 
in the history of the Conventions and hospital ships in war. Edifying and comforting episode, 
which takes place in the eastern Mediterranean, in a radiant light of human solidarity, while on 
the western Mediterranean the last and most bitter events of a relentless conflict reach the final 
phase. 


July 1943 


Allies in Sicily - Hospital ships in the Strait of Messina — “Aquileia”, “Toscana” and “Virgilio” under the 
bombings in front of S. Agata and Ganzirri. 


The Allies landed in Sicily on the 10" after a bombing preparation; the 17" invite to ask 
for peace; On the 25°. negotiations are held for a temporary armistice. It is still fought fiercely. 
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Sicily is evicted with a difficult ferry operations across the Strait of Messina. 

The hospital ships Aquileia, Toscana and Virgilio alternate in front of the beaches of S. 
Agata and Ganzirri, challenging the almost continuous air raids that try to prevent the passage of 
the Italian-German armed forces across the Strait. The embarkation of the wounded and sick 
from military hospitals is accomplished by makeshift means and by landing craft. 

Also from Sardinia and Calabria are wounded evacuated to the ports of Gaeta, Livorno 
and La Spezia. Hospital ships are often forced to suspend boarding operations due to the 
impossibility of continuing traffic from bombed beaches, and from countries that are afflicted 
and burned. 

The Toscana performs two missions, from 11 to 1 5 and from 18 to 24, evacuating more 
than 1000 wounded to Naples and Livorno; the Virgilio performs two missions from 14 to 20 and 
from 23 to 29 evacuating 1755 infirm to Livorno and La Spezia; the Aquileia, recalled from the 
eastern sector, completes a mission from 29th to 1st August bringing 629 injured to Livorno. 
One or two hospital ships are always on the theater of the last clearance operations from Sicily. 

The Gradisca, after a period of work on the return from the exchange mission, remains 
assigned to the eastern sector and completes 3 missions between Bari and Durres and other 
localities in Dalmatia, repatriating 2357 sick. 

This is how the last phase of hospital ship operations takes place, until the cessation of 
hostilities; some periodic missions in the eastern sector, a frantic collaboration and a risky, 
pertinent assistance in the Strait of Messina and along the coasts of the lower Tyrrhenian. 

Hospital ships have been operating in the combat area for two months at their own risk, 
challenging the intimidating attacks of the belligerents. Bombing and machine-gunning, 
deliberate acts of hostility, minefields and mines adrift, damage the hulls, injure and kill people 
of the crews; but the relief work is not interrupted. With silent obstinacy, with imperturbable 
spirit, the white ships participate in the dramatic events that 
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illuminate the extreme sacrifice of a great navy. These are the last ships that leave the Strait of 
Messina area between the coasts devastated by explosions and fires, when everything is over and 
the procedures for the declaration of the armistice are under way. 

The reports and relations of this last phase are extremely concise. There is no time to 
insert details of episodes. All the life and soul of these ships are summarized in the execution of 
a dangerous, difficult and sad task, which does not allow descriptive resources or verbose 
narrations. 

The three hospital ships that alternated and often found themselves together in the last 
phases of the battle for the Strait of Messina had to perform an uninterrupted service with 
differences depending on facts and episodes that quickly followed in the last days and in the last 
hours of fighting. 

Except for some intimidating attacks and some act of deliberate hostility that did not 
prevent the assistance work, there was no major damage or losses. 


From the reports on the XXXVII and XXXVITI mission of the “Virgilio”: 


The Virgilio leaves the Gaeta harbor at 12:15 of the 14". She arrives the 15" at 06:30 on 
the point N. | where the pilot ship waits, but not finding it on the spot calls the traffic light of 
Punta Peloro for instructions. At 09:20 the traffic light replied to approach and communicate: 
"Take a anchorage station in front of S. Agata near Ganzirri -in a decentralized position. The 
Director asked to reach the Command for instructions”. 

At 10:10 the Virgilio drops anchor, but the anchor begins to drag through the strong 
current. The Virgilio is forced to sail and change anchorage. The Director goes to the Messina 
Command; he was ordered to make arrangements with the German authorities for the boarding 
of injured and seriously ill patients and to remain available for further orders. Among the 
requirements communicated to the Director is to leave the base every night and to cover the 
prescribed routes during the night, to return every morning at 06:00 and resume the base in front 
of S. Agata. Leave the bay in case of an alarm. 
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The Director then goes to the German hospital and makes arrangements to embark in the 
afternoon about thirty stretchered, by means of a health landing craft. 


- Too many complications and combinations - thinks the Director. In fact, at 16:25 the 
sirens give the alarm and the Virgilio must exit the Strait. He calls the lighthouse and 
communicates: "I leave as an alarm; beds available 832; I'll be back tomorrow morning for 
boarding injured. Communicate to the Germanic hospital”. 

At 23.10 Marina Naples transmits to Virgilio: Communicate arrival forecasts and loading 
forecasts”. 


The next morning at 09:00 the first wounded Germans on a stretcher arrives. The 
boarding operations are proceeding slowly, as they are seriously injured. At 11:00, without an 
alarm signal, a dense aerial formation bombed Villa S. Giovanni. All ships at anchor leave the 
bay and leave the Strait. But the Virgilo remains. The embarkation of the wounded can not be 
suspended; on the beach there are many stretchers waiting for the return of the landing craft 
which is still alongside of the Virgilo. While the vehicle returns with other wounded, a second 
aerial formation drops numerous bombs on the port, on the inhabited area and along the coast of 
S. Giovanni. Explosions and fires envelop the coast in a cloud of smoke and dust and strong 
tremors come to Virgilo. An enemy plane crashes on the Calabrian coast; a pontoon loaded with 
firewood and abandoned to the current by a German tugboat, threatens to invest the Virgilio 
passing close and fast. At 13:00, the embarkation of the wounded is completed and the Virgilio 
leaves the ground by signaling at the lighthouse: "Tomorrow will be at the same time point 
07:00". 


On the 16", 244 wounded and sick Germans and 20 Italians were taken on board. This 
was the proportion fixed approximately by the German authorities to which the motorized raft 
belonged, the only means suitable for the boarding of serious injuries: | Italian every 10 
Germans. But the Virgilio nurses had cooperated with commendation and even on the ground the 
embarkation on the rafts had offered the opportunity of moving episodes for the generous 
assistance of fishermen from S. Agata and Ganzirri. Even the women and boys offered help 
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in the boarding operations on the rafts and offered kinds of comfort to the most serious German 
wounded. 

On morning of the 17", at 06:30, the German hospital informs that there are still 331 
injured to be taken on board. The operations can be completed before 11:00. The ship will exit 
and will return at the signal distance from C. Peloro and, if it will not have other orders, it will be 
found the following morning at the same anchorage. 

When it arrives at 13:45 in front of C. Peloro, on the Sicilian coast rages the air attack; on 
Messina and on the entire coast of the Strait we can see only smoke and blaze of explosions. The 
lighthouse raises a signal with the name of the Virgilo: 

"Nothing for you. Back in the morning Messina harbor”. 

The Virgilo resumes navigation outside the strait; the next morning at 06:30, in front of S. 
Agata, she resumes the embarkation of the wounded. The Command orders him to accelerate the 
operations in order to get out of the Strait before the 11:00 waves, so that they do not expose all 
the wounded already boarded to new bombings expected from 12:00 to 15:00. 

The Virgilio sets sail and departs at 16:00 with 826 hospitalized, bound for Naples. 

During the navigation, at 21:25 receives the order to reach the point 39° 40'N - 14° 20'E 
for shipwrecked searches. 

From 22:50 to 01:20 recovered 17 survivors and 3 bodies of crews of shot down aircraft. 
Of the total of 36 people, 16 have died at the time of the accident, 13 have disappeared. 

A radio message instructs the ship to rout for Livorno. During the journey five serious 
injuries are lost. 

Arrived in Livorno on the evening of the 18" at 22:30, the Virgilo disembarks the 
wounded and immediately leaves for Gaeta; there it supplies and starts again for Messina. 

The 24" is back in front of Cape Peloro. The lighthouse transmits the order to go to the 
anchorage in front of St. Agatha, from 10:10 to 13:10 to embark German wounded, then moves 
out of the strait, but a formation of enemy aircraft swoops the national ships found at the 
anchorage: 2 corvettes are hit by bombs, 2 others are machine-gunned and damaged from low 
altitude. 

A few hundred meters from the stern of Virgil a great fire of naphtha spreads over the 
sea. Only after the ship’s wounded are taken on board, the hospital ship emerges from the strait 
to return the next day in the morning. 
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On the 25" at 06:00 the Virgilio returned to her usual anchorage and resumed the 
boarding operations of German and Italian wounded. 

At 12:50 the sirens give the alarm. Enemy planes fly over the area and attack ships that 
are preparing to leave the Strait from low altitude with their on board weapons; at 12:40 passes a 
second wave; the Virgilo remains at her anchor; must embark wounded up to the availability of 
free seats, but when they are on board 482 hospitalized, has the order to leave for Sardinia where 
she will find other wounded and sick to clear. 

As soon as C. Peloro has been dubbed, the lighthouse transmits the order to reach the area 
of Milazzo near Spadafora for the search of shipwrecked; other German aircraft have been 
downed. She arrives there while enemy planes are still in place at various altitudes and they head 
for Milazzo scouring the whole area. 

At 18:49, 4 planes at an altitude of about 1000 meters engage in a duel above the ship. 
After a few minutes one of the fighters plunges into the sea at 40 m. from Virgilo; the others 
lower and discharge machine guns at about 30 meters from the ship, also launching 2 bombs. 
Some projectiles reach the side on deck C; a strong shock shakes the ship, but no other damage 
occurs. 

No trace of the shipwrecks reported by Messina; only the wrecks are on the indicated 
point. 

The Virgilio sets off for Sardinia; board some injured and sick in Palau after touching P. 
Torres and La Maddalena, then heading for La Spezia where she arrives on the 30". The same 
day she leaves for Messina. 

Still for a few days it will be possible to take on the wounded on the extreme edge of 
Sicily which is almost entirely occupied. 


August 1943 


The occupation of Sicily - The hospital ships “Toscana”, “Aquileia” and “Virgilio” complete the last missions 
in the Strait of Messina under incessant bombardments. 


For a few days there is still fighting in Sicily, but the occupation of the island is 
practically accomplished. On the 17" Messina also falls; the allies find themselves masters of the 
Strait. From the coastal villages and especially from S. Agata and Ganzirri, bombed and burned, 
the last groups of wounded are on board the hospital ships, 
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With the exception of the Gradisca that continues the missions in the eastern sector and 
of the Principessa Giovanna still under repair, the other hospital ships continuously alternate in 
front of the beaches of the Strait up to the 19"". The Virgilo is the last ship in front of Ganzirri 
transformed into a pyre of rubble, operating with makeshift vehicles, reporting damage and 
injuries among the crew. 

Events are pressing; the war in the Mediterranean ends with the last dramatic scenes in 
the Strait of Messina. 

All sorts of boats, including landing craft, try to ferry the surviving troops into Calabria 
while powerful aerial formations, after having devastated the coasts, bomb the waters of the 
Strait. 

The Toscana, arrived in Messina on July 31, drops anchor in front of S. Agata. From 
09:00 to 11:40 boarding wounded and sick, then set sail and go out to the strait to return to 
17:00. Resumes the boarding operations until 19:30 and exits again from the strait to spend the 
night in the open sea. At 07:00 on 1 August it is again in front of S. Agata, in the evening the 
order to leave for Livorno arrives. There are 739 patients on board, including more than 200 
injured and one hundred traumatized, 241 malarial as well as numerous dysentery, jaundices and 
4 diphtheria. During the navigation a diphtheria and three serious injuries die on board. This is 
the last mission of the Toscana to Sicily. Her few subsequent missions will be performed along 
the coasts of the peninsula. 

The Aquileia drops anchor on 6 August in front of Ganzirri, boarding 168 wounded and 
then, the arrival of others being suspended, set sail and went out holding on waiting routes 
between Stromboli and the Calabrian coast. 

On the morning of the 7" she is again in front of Ganzirri and resumes the embarkation of 
wounded and sick people who come under the border with a German landing craft. During the 
embarkation, from 09:00 to 09:40 a strong air attack takes place. Numerous bombs explode on 
the ferries and on the banks of the Strait, but the boarding operations continued until 12:25. With 
712 hospitalized the Aquileia starts again for Livorno while a new powerful attack of American 
aircraft takes place against the German landing craft in the middle of the Strait. Not far from the 
Aquileia two landing craft are hit and burnt; numerous splinters arrive on board. 

On the morning of the 15"" the Aquileia is again in front of S. Agata, a stern of the 
Virgilio that is at anchor in front of Ganzirri. The violent bombings 
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of the coast and of the ferries continue and the hulls of the two hospital ships startle under the 
nearest explosions while the personnel is threatened by the fragments arriving on board. 

In these conditions few wounded and a few sick people can reach the ships, also because 
only one landing craft has remained available for the double service. Then the Aquileia goes out 
temporarily to let the Virgilo complete its load. 

At 12:55 the Aquileia intercepts a radio message of the Virgilo who has finished the 
boarding of the patients and is ready to go out to return at 16:30. The Aquileia continues to 
temporize keeping to the cape. 

At 22:45 an English torpedo is detached from a naval formation and approaches to 
recognize the Aquileia, then tells her to continue. 

On the 16™ the Aquileia is still temporizing outside the Strait. 

At 07:35 a radio message of Supermarina arrives: "To reach Gioia Tauro". 

At 11:00 it is in sight of the coast, but up to the C. Vaticano the whole area is under an 
incessant bombardment. She stops in front of Gioia Tauro and waits for the attack to end before 
communicating with the land. The entire coast is deserted; no means of boarding or people are 
seen. The Aquileia waits: maybe, seeing her from the ground, someone will appear on the beach. 
Meanwhile, at 11:45 an enemy air formation directs again to Gioia Tauro and flies over the 
Aquileia from the stern to the bow, keeping to a low altitude. Some bomber-fighters swoop down 
and target her with machine-gun fire. Most of the projectiles end up at sea, some 20 mm bullets. 
affects the superstructures producing minor damage. The discharge probably has an intimidating 
purpose while a powerful and effective action is directed against the roads of communication 
towards the South. 

- What manner! - They say on board the Aquileia. But most of the crew is unleashed with 
more decisive expressions: 

- Do not they see that it is a hospital ship? Who gives a... intimidation! 

- Messages? Messages of brutal evil. 

The Aquileia is still waiting, maneuvering on the engines. 

Other aircrafts isolated or in groups continue the bombardment of the area, the 
continuous attacks prevents the arrival of wounded on the beach and any attempt of traffic 
impossible, therefore at 11:55 
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the Aquileia goes back to navigation. Returning at 14:13, and stay in place until 16:00. The 
bombings continue. The ship gets back to C. Vaticano, considering that it is not possible to 
operate in Gioia Tauro and that there is probably still some viable communication route. 

On the evening of the 16" the Aquileia moves towards Pizzo Calabro. In navigation he 
meets the Virgilo who left Ganzirri in a sea of fire. In front of Pizzo she starts at 08:25 on the 
173 staying with the engines ready and sends a motorboat to the ground with a medical captain 
to get information. The motorboat returns with 2 patients; there is no one else to embark. The 
information gathered informs that the roads to Gioia Tauro and Vibo Valentia are interrupted by 
the bombing; that it is impossible to communicate with the commands as the telephone and 
telegraph routes being cut. 

Once again the motorboat is sent to the ground, but nobody is on the beach. From people 
who remained among the houses and the rubble we learn that the injured have been transported 
to a hospital 20 km inland and that there is no possibility of embarking on anyone. Then the 
Aquileia receives orders to go to Sapri. During the night an English torpedo boat emerges from a 
formation of 3 cruisers and approaches signaling. A short exchange of occasion messages takes 
place: the masthead lights transmit: 

-What ship? 

- Hospital ship Aquileia. 

- What route? 

- Route 14. 

- Good night. 

-Thank you. 

On the morning of the 17", at 06:30, the German hospital informs that there are already 
500 infirm already centered, but given the lack of any organization on the beach, the ship must 
provide by its means and, first of all, must build a pier. Stands of iron, tips, tables, pieces of 
cable, suitably combined, create a pier for boarding operations. With three motorboats in 
continuous movement, at 18:00 the 500 sick are boarded. 

On the morning of the 19", the Aquileia is back on the spot; at 06:00 it resumes the 
boarding operations, then picks up the material of the disembarked wharf and at 10:00 it sets off 
for Livorno with 733 hospitalized. 
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At 18:00 on 12 August the Virgilio leaves La Spezia to Messina. Navigation takes place 
regularly, with good weather and excellent visibility. At 04:00 the following morning, a radio 
message to the Virgilio arrives: order to go to the point at 41° 55'N — 10° 30'E for the search for 
castaways. At 05:50 she is on the spot and he finds the national transport plane S. 82 N. 223/2 
with on board all the crew composed of an officer, a non-commissioned officer and four airmen, 
who are recovered. At 11:00 on the same morning, an enemy airborne formation composed of 
about 200 aircraft of various types flying over at high altitudes. At 11:55, 7 enemy fighter- 
bombers pass over the Virgilo at about 2,000 meters, flying low over the sea to the west. At 
14:00, in view of the Strait of Messina, frequent explosions are heard in the distance. At 11:25 
the Virgilo is at anchor in front of Ganzirri. 

During the day frequent attacks by enemy aircraft against the means of traffic at sea; 
beyond the mountains that dominate Messina, explosions and reactions of the anti-aircraft 
defense are continuously heard. Up to 19:00 the Virgilo could only embark 115 wounded and 
sick. Notify the seats still available and exit the Strait. 

The 15" is again in front of Ganzirri, while the Aquileia stands in front of S. Agata. Few 
wounded come by means of a landing craft, most of them have been transported from the fire 
line by means of ambulances. Operating theaters are in operation from the early hours of the 
morning, although the attacks of enemy aircraft continue incessantly or at short intervals, against 
the means that operate the ferry. At 11:45 a high altitude formation drops bombs across the S. 
Agata-Ganzirri-C: Peloro road. Numerous bombs also fall into the sea a short distance from the 
side causing violent shocks to the ship and disturb the surgical operations. Few damage to the 
superstructures and some injuries. 

The houses of Ganzirri are almost all burned down. 

At 12:10 another attack takes place against the coastal roads, but some aircraft 
deliberately come at the Virgilo and drop about fifteen bombs falling very close, producing only 
other damage to the superstructures. Another 5 waves follow one another by releasing a chain on 
the area between S. Agata and Cape Peloro. 
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A landing craft is hit in full a short distance from the Virgilio while shooting with all the 
weapons on board and disappears instantly. The same is true of two batteries that are located at 
the point of mooring of the motor launches of the injured. Hit in full, they are immediately 
destroyed. 

At 12:30, the Virgilo, while the minor attacks continue, leave the ground. During the 
afternoon the shores of the Strait are continually subjected to bombardments both from the part 
of Sicily as from the part of Calabria. The Virgilo tries to return to the base in front of Ganzirri, 
but the upheaval of the area subjected to the violent bombardment prevents any embarking 
operation. At 18:55, 4 fighter-bombers detached from a squadron attack Virgilo in a dive, but 
without major damage. 

At 16:00, having 230 sick people on board and not seeing the possibility of embarking on 
others, the Virgilio asks for instructions from the Messina Command and resumes her post in 
front of Ganzirri. On board it is noted that the German hospital is empty and partly damaged. 
The deposit of medical supplies is completely destroyed; the S. Agata- C. Peloro road is strewn 
with abandoned vehicles. Few civilians go up the hills carrying luggage and household goods. 
The beach is completely deserted. At 12:20 a motor boat comes alongside. A medical officer 
carries an injured person and reports that the military hospitals have been evacuated. The 
German health landing craft suddenly leaves the beach and crosses the Strait, heading towards 
Scilla, carrying only the German master and motorist on board. At 13:00 the ferry Cariddi and 
another steamer are hit and burnt; in a few minutes the Cariddi is completely destroyed; near the 
marina hospital a fuel depot explodes. 

The Virgilio is still in place and awaits. A boat with 4 sailors from the hospital can reach 
the ship. 

It is not known how they were able to embark on the beach upset by the continuous 
attacks, it is thought that they are the last to arrive "but from the bridge the lookouts signal 
someone still on the ground that makes signs of call and screams. Another a launch is sent to the 
ground. He returns by bringing a military man who has managed to reach the beach with a means 
of luck coming from the hospital of Campo Italia. He is the last who comes aboard. The whole 
coast has now become a steaming pit. Air strikes are followed with 
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regular rhythm, chasing the last rafts that attempt to pass the Strait and upsetting the sides of both 
sides. At 13:30 the enemy artillery begins the regular barrage. 

The Virgilio has nothing more to do in those conditions; it is the only ship left spectator 
of those terrible destructions. 

Once again from the deck is asked to land if there is someone who can embark. No one 
answers; along the coast towards S. Agata and towards C. Peloro everything is deserted. The 
Virgilio asks for instructions to the Command, but receives no reply. Then she sets sail, crosses 
the area hit by artillery at full strength, taking advantage of a moment when the shot has been 
stretched towards Calabria, and exits from the Strait without damage. As she passes in front of 
Scylla, a fleet of four-engine American aircraft drop hundreds of bombs on Ganzirri, on C. 
Peloro, on the waters of the Strait. Other airplanes bombard the Calabrian coast between Villa S. 
Giovanni and Gioia Tauro, targeting especially the railway viaducts, the roads, all the means that 
sail under the coast. 

By now everything is over; the opponent is master of the Strait. 

In Rome, the news has already arrived and the last radio broadcast of Supermarina is 
broadcast to the Virgilio: 

“On boarding wounded, head for Livorno”. 

On the 18" the Virgilo arrived in Livorno. A part of the patients landed there and then 
continued to La Spezia where she left the others. 


From the final report of the Maritime Military Command of Sicily: 


“... Three hospital ships engaged in the recovery service of the wounded and sick of the 
Italian-German Armed Forces: Toscana, Virgilo, Aquileia continuously alternated to embark 
them and take them to the continent ... 

They ran in front of the beach of Ganzirri and the injured were transported on board with 
Italian and German landing craft. 

The hospital ships were found during the boarding operations in the area beaten by the 
enemy and often they were seen surrounded by bombs. However, the boarding did not undergo 
interruptions; the personnel of the ships, of the motorboats and of the ambulances that 
transported wounded on board have made the recovery in the midst of very serious dangers. 
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... All the personnel performed the work with a very high sense of humanity and with 
sovereign contempt for the danger”. 


September 1943 


End of hostilities - Only two hospital ships pass into the service of the Allies continuing their missions with 
their own crew and Italian flag - the “Gradisca” is captured by the Germans in Patnasso; the crew landed 
and deported - The end of the others. 


The war is over. 

On 3 September a preliminary armistice was signed in Cassibile. The Allies land in 
Calabria. On 8 September the armistice is declared. Hostilities cease after three years of war, but 
the situation is complicated by the decidedly hostile and no longer concealed attitude of the 
German occupation forces. 

The hospital ships at the armistice date were all in national ports, except for the 
Principessa Giovanna who sailed towards Ancona and the Gradisca sailing towards Patras. 

The Aquileia was in La Spezia, coming from Pozzuoli. 

By order of the Germanic authorities she was evacuated by military and militarized 
personnel, stripped of the most precious material and then abandoned to looting by the local 
population. Later it was used to transport troops and materials. On the night of September 15, it 
sank in the port of Marseilles and was found there at the time of liberation. 

The Virgilo was also in La Spezia in repair. She could not go out with the fleet that was 
to reach Malta, being damaged. 

Principessa Giovanna left Venice on 3 September after a long period of repairs. She 
returned from her 9" mission with 492 patients and on September 8" she was sailing, coming 
from Split. She managed to reach again on the g™, passing then to the service of the Allies. 

The Gradisca was sailing to Patras. The order of operations prescribed the embarkation 
of injured and sick persons awaiting repatriation. From the radio on board she learned the 
decisions of the Government. She asked for instructions and was confirmed the order to go to 
Patras. 

The General Staff and the crew were perplexed. In the rush of transmissions from which 
there were contradictory orders not 
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easy to distinguish the sources of radio messages that were intercepted. 

The news of the end of hostilities led to demonstrations of exaggerated jubilation, 
especially by the militarized crew who abandoned themselves to intemperance and unrest which 
culminated in a sort of pronouncement on the night of the 10", when it was announced that the 
Director had decided to continue the mission to execute the orders received and trusting in the 
protection and respect guaranteed by the international conventions. Cries and threats, to be 
feared a real mutiny, determined an attitude of strict intransigence on the part of the Director 
who, brought in the middle of the group of the most angry, imposed a return to strict discipline 
and ordered to continue on the route to Patras. 

- The Gradisca is a hospital ship; the Hague Convention commits all belligerents to 
respect it and to protect it on any occasion. He would give up every privilege if she wanted to 
escape the task assigned to her. 

This was the opinion of the only responsible; it could not be affected by a mutiny. 

At the dawn of September 11, the Gradisca was in front of the entrance to the Patras 
canal. According to the instructions the pilot must have been waiting for her; but he was not 
there. 

The occasion was good. A condition for entry into the channel failed. The Director 
ordered to put the bow forward and head towards Italy. At 10:00 the Gradisca was en route to 
Brindisi and all openly showed their satisfaction. 

Three German seaplanes pursued her, circled around her and ordered her to stop: 

“Go back: go to Prevesa” and they left. 

- What do they want? To Prevesa? We had an order of operations for Patras. Who 
understands something? 

- We do not understand anything. There was an error. In Italy, in Italy. 

The Gradisca resumed the route to Italy. 

It was just past midday when the lookouts again sighted the group of three planes. The 
first thing they did was to give the Gradisca a more energetic message by unloading a barrage of 
machine-guns in front of her. 

The engines were stopped; the message was repeated verbally in German: 
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"If you do not want to be torn to pieces and sent to the bottom, go immediately to 
Prevesa." 

"We did not understand anything,” shouted a voice. 

- This time we must understand and there is nothing but to obey. 

They would be able to bomb us without giving time to put the launch into the sea. 

- Gradisca must be respected. 

In fact, just arrived at Prevesa on the same day, the Gradisca was militarily occupied by 
the Germans. Numerous machine guns were placed on deck; in the engine room an armed stake 
was installed with the delivery of not allowing any person belonging to the ship to enter. The 
Italian flag was lowered and replaced with the German war flag. 

Gradisca felt betrayed and imprisoned. Captured and in full possession of an angry and 
disappointed enemy. 

"Worse than this she could not touch us," they said, and they looked forward to the most 
unpleasant events they could foresee. 

The ship was kept like this and left in the harbor for 8 days. 

On the evening of the 19"" the Gradisca was filled with sick soldiers. A triple load of 
normal. The sick were thrown in bulk everywhere, even on the deck and in the corners where 
there was some space, piled up without any regard. With lights off, militarily occupied and 
escorted by large German torpedo boats, the Gradisca sailed to Patras and then to Corinth, where 
the sick were all disembarked. At Patras also landed all the military personnel and a large part of 
the militarized civilian crew, but the German command demanded that Italian medical officers 
remain on board. This misfortune touched on a young lieutenant, who believed he could escape 
this fate by fleeing, but was brought back and then killed. 

Military personnel disembarked at Patras were asked for an unconditional membership in 
contrast with the oath and with the orders of the legal government. Nobody wanted to join. The 
first to refuse any adhesion was the Director of the Gradisca. All were deported first to Athens 
and then to Austria. 

The Gradisca, used as a transport, ended up stranded at Gaudo. After three years she was 
recovered with hard work by the Italian Navy. 
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The Toscana was in Gaeta ready in 24 hours. The local Navy Command sent her the 
order to immediately light the boilers and to communicate the time when it would be ready. The 
Toscana replied: 

“Forecast ready at 07:00 of the 9”. 

During the night two German airstrikes were carried out against the warships at anchor: 
corvettes, MAS, tugboats, a submarine, which were trying to get out. The Toscana remained at 
anchor. At 08:00 the following day, not receiving the order of departure, she asked for 
instructions to the local Navy Command, but she could not have it. At 12:00 the German 
authorities ordered the surrender of the base and began to mine the security routes. At 18:00 the 
Toscana asked for instructions to Supermarina and was ordered to go out on Palermo and to 
introduce herself to the British authorities. 

At 19:00, avoiding the surveillance of the Germans, she set sail and went out with the 
lights on. He arrived in Palermo on the 10'". She was then sent to Malta and from there employed 
on various missions like the Principessa Giovanna. 

The Laurana was captured by the British Navy while sailing, diverted and led to Susa, 
then Malta, considered war booty. She was then seen navigating with an English flag and later 
learned that she had been ceded. 

The other small rescue ships were all in port, most awaiting work due to damage and 
were sunk by the Germans. 

Thus ends the story of the 19 Italian hospital ships; after three years of war. An 
incomplete story. 

The episodes narrated in this story were chosen among many similar ones to highlight the 
different circumstances in which valiant deeds were performed and to give the most typical 
examples of technical difficulties and hardships faced by the crews even when, by force majeure, 
they could not recover the shipwrecked lost on the sea. 
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VUL. 


AFTER THE CONFLICT 


Hospital ships in the Conventions of The Hague 1907, Stockholm 1948, Geneva 1949 - Romantic ideals and 
ruthless realities. 


An incorruptible principle that has its foundation in the honor and generosity of civilized 
peoples survives even in the most implacable conflicts, jealously guarded by the peoples. From 
the fourteenth century onwards, about 300 bilateral agreements between belligerents were 
stipulated before Ferdinando Palasciano and Enrico Dunat with speeches and written invoke 
precise international agreements to improve the fate of the wounded and the sick on the 
battlefields. 

The work of Palasciano began with an episode that almost brought him before a council 
of war; that of Dunat with a book on the battle of Solferino, which gave rise to the organizations 
of the Red Cross and the Geneva Convention of 1864. 

Until the first application of the Geneva Convention in the War of 1866, the Palasciano 
had signaled the need for additional agreements for the extension of humanitarian principles to 
the war at sea. The question was dealt with in the field of other initiatives arising from an 
international regulation of the laws and customs of war, in the Brussels Conference of 1874 and 
then developed in the Peace Conference of The Hague in 1907. 

During the last conflict the principles of the Geneva Convention were applied to the 
maritime war according to the text of the Hague Convention 1907, based on the revised Geneva 
text in 1906. 

A revision of the Hague Convention was prepared by a commission of naval experts 
convened in Geneva in 1937 
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and in an international conference convened in Stockholm in 1948; the elaborate text was 
submitted to the Diplomatic Conference convened in Geneva from April to August 1949. 


From the 1907 The Hague Convention to the Geneva Maritime Convention 1949. 


All the signatories of the 1906 Geneva Convention had adopted the Hague Convention 
1907 for the maritime war. The status of hospital ships was defined in a few simple and clear 
articles; for almost 40 years, until the last great conflict that document had been enough. Some 
articles that did not seem to respond to the special circumstances of modern wars had been 
applied with great understanding and with the traditional knight spirit of seafarers; and the 
seafarers trusted that The Hague Convention which had lasted even after the revision of the 1929 
Geneva Convention; but in the last conflicts the need was felt to subject it to a revision. 

The Commission of Experts convened in Geneva in 1937 for a preliminary examination, 
had left almost unchanged The Hague Convention 1907, stripping it of some outdated and 
unnecessary prescription, but there was some intransigence in the face of the proposals of the 
delegations that intended to accentuate the protection afforded by hospital ships. 

Already in the first great European war hospital ships had been made a sign to deliberate 
acts of hostility under the pretext of non-recognition and under the accusation of having 
transported people and materials unrelated to the health service. 

In the last conflict the attacks against hospital ships had been repeated since the 
beginning of hostilities and also the issue of tonnage had surfaced in the claims of some 
belligerent who intended to use small rescue units in an exorbitant number for the real need of 
rescues of shipwrecked aircraft, justifying the suspicion of unlawful use in the reporting and 
information services. 

In reality the recognition of the distinctive signals was an issue that could not be resolved 
in an absolute way and the use of small rescue ships for the shipwrecked was too useful for 
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to renounce completely even without the benefits guaranteed by the Convention. 

A new situation was also being created with the widespread use of air forces on the sea. 
Reconnaissance aircraft and bombers could not always distinguish the signs of protection from 
high altitudes; torpedoing airplanes could not easily recognize the distinctive signs in the 
lightening actions of nocturnal attacks; the high speed and small size of the rescue ships created 
difficulties of identification and embarrassment to insidious war operations. The means of 
communication between the naval ships were not practically applicable in meetings between 
hospital ships and air forces, so these meetings, after some eventual exchange of 
incomprehensible optical signals or radio messages transmitted on different waves, ended with 
bombs and with gusts of machine guns that often killed people aboard protected ships. 

Other questions surfaced from the experience of the last conflict. 

One of the most important concerns the statute of health and religious personnel boarded 
on hospital ships, whose treatment by the adversary should have been compared to that of the 
armed forces in the countryside and territorial military hospitals. 

Important observations also concerned the fate of hospital ships in ports occupied or 
besieged by the adversary or in areas of operations under his control and finally also the fate of 
hospitalized personnel on hospital ships stopped and searched in navigation and the fate of the 
shipwrecked encountered by hospital ships, for which the rescue was at the same time an act of 
capture. 

At the 1948 Stockholm and Geneva conferences in 1949 the Italian delegation brought 
the contribution of its experience on hospital ships and asserted its points of view also in contrast 
to the particular interests of the great victorious maritime powers. 

In fact, two major currents were already manifested in the Stockholm Conference, which 
was intended to elaborate the new text of a Maritime Convention, especially targeting the 
achievement of humanitarian ideals, and became more pronounced in the Geneva Diplomatic 
Conference, which was to reduce the Stockholm text into harmony with military, legal and 
political needs. 

The great maritime powers intended to limit any protection to a minimum that could be 
reconciled with humanitarian principles, perhaps for 
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the certainty of a more realistic and more effective protection by means unrelated to the 
Conventions. Instead, the minor maritime powers sought to secure the widest possible protection 
by a diplomatic instrument that would engage the signatories in the idealistic aims of the 
Conventions. 

None of the parties, none of the most interested delegations, could have complete 
satisfaction. Some issues remained unresolved, others found transactional solutions: on the 
whole, however, the Hague Convention was somewhat improved and made more adaptable to 
the conditions and circumstances that during the last conflict had given new characters to the war 
on the sea. 

Some substantial improvements introduced in the new text deserve mention. 

It is explicitly forbidden any kind of atrocities and the abandonment of victims without 
the necessary help. 

Protection is guaranteed for every hospital ship of any tonnage and speed and in any 
place it is operating (sea, lakes, rivers, etc.). 

The annunciation of hospital ships can be made 10 days before the employment and the 
approval of the adverse party is not required. 

Vessels transformed for hospital use were to retain their equipment and their function for 
the duration of hostilities. 

Hospital ships will be able to transport personnel and material over armament tables, as 
long as they are personal and medical and religious material. 

Life-saving equipment and its bases are protected, except for restrictions imposed by 
local war operations. 

Ships and lifeboats of areas occupied by the adversary will be able to fly their national 
flag on the open sea. 

Hospital ships that are in a besieged or occupied port will be able to get out of it. 

In the final act of the Conference, the Italian delegation invited an invitation to define the 
modalities for the transmission of communications between hospital ships and the armed forces 
of the sea and the air. 

No doubt these are substantial improvements, but that in part they were already 
practically adopted during the last conflict. It must be recognized, for example, that small rescue 
ships, 
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that due to the size of the signs of recognition they were not in the conditions prescribed by the 
Hague Convention, they were generally respected: but harsh blows were brought against the 
fundamental principles of the old conventions dictated by the philanthropists of the past century 
and accepted by farsighted and loyal governments. Outdated prescriptions have been best 
replaced, but the new language is itself the expression of ruthless demands of modern 
belligerents who tend to neglect the sufferings and damages of war victims and take away from 
the fighter every halo and any prestige of generous and strong sentiment. 

Even the oldest and most glorious humanitarian idealistic traditions, that in the previous 
Conferences had been the object of unanimous deferential homage, they suffered to suffer 
offense in the intemperance of some delegation, which only a scandalous ignorance could 
motivate, but not justify. 

We want to hope that the new generations will succeed in renewing the feelings of 
brotherhood among the people prostrated by so many follies. The men of yesterday and today are 
too accustomed to the horrors of wars and to the invocations of people who suffer to be moved, 
to renounce the vain, interested hypocrisies and the fatal selfishness that have arrested the 
already advanced civil progress towards universal peace. 


From the voices of Lake Leman: 


- This lake is officially consecrated to Peace. 

From here you can no longer see the superb palaces that rise on the flowery banks like 
the pagan temples, the luxurious rooms, equipped with prodigious devices, the shining galleries 
of marble, where small men anxious to ephemeral notoriety rather than the fate of distant peoples 
threatened by wars and misery. 

From here you can no longer see the swans and the festive boats, nor the gaudy 
reflections of the luminous signs; irritating fantasies, unreal ghosts of iridescence upset in the 
nocturnal parody of profane lights. In front of Indiana is the profile of dark mountains of the 
Jura, silhouetted against the green sky at sunset, solemn solitude and austere silence. A few 
seagulls still watch you from the top, passing and passing again with quiet flight and reminding 
you of distant shores while you watch and listen to the aspects and voices of a lake. 
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We are pure waters, and we rest here before resuming our path, to gather a message of 
peace and bring it to the sea. 


See how it is the freedom that a conscientious wisdom can assure under the sole 
dominion of the imposing Nature. 


Your story of white ships is not over yet; a Diplomatic Conference has called you back 
here to discuss the thunders to adapt the aged Conventions to more demanding requirements. 


Now that the plenary sessions put in sight the result of the three months of oratory 
revolutions, you who defended the purest proposals, you who wanted to cancel the ambiguous 
clauses, come here in the silence of this shelter to repeat the vain words for those who they 
ignore the adventurous events of white ships on the route of death. 


The memory of the lost victims is still not extinguished; the immediate punishment has 
not yet ended and the long penitence has just begun. None of you could foresee the new 
circumstances in which your confused rules should be applied; elaborated on the basis of past 
experiences forever, codified in vain precautions that hide other possibilities of quirky evasion 
and could not prevent other atrocious injustices. 


With presumptuous imprudence you have undermined the pillars on which the most 
enduring diplomatic instruments rested and believed to make them more suited to the horrors of 
a new impending war. 


You have also offended justice by denying a resurrected nation the right already granted 
to others for a proper emblem and full of great traditions. 


The new Convention that you have so laboriously built up could fail at the first test if a 
common, loyal understanding can not appreciate its essence and spirit, above so many 
prescriptions and in a sincere revolt against barbarism that incites under the hypocritical guise of 
philanthropies concerned. 


Look at this oasis of peace, but think that this peace must also be defended. 


Return to your sea, away from fictitious buildings and unnecessary transactions. When 
you will no longer see the earth, you will feel better how the true peace of God can be made. 
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From the voices of the Sea: 


- Listen to me, you who recognize me in the halls I have lent to your tears and your 
blood. You too want to make a field of senseless struggles and bring terror to you; but your 
efforts break like on the sands of the deserts: I do not tolerate possessions or proud buildings. 
Innumerable remains are diluted in the impartial communion that annihilates the signs of your 
persons and your passions and make me a little corrupt matter to undo and reassemble in 
creatures simpler and purer than you. 


Your victims are part of me; they were reluctant, still tied to the vanities of a fleeting 
appearance; the last cries died out in the calm blue that murmured with voices of water and 
foam; the last gestures were confused with the motion of the waves. Now they are united in my 
voice and in my strength; I reserve them for those who, in the calm of a clear night, will ask me 
about them and want to hear them. 


- Here we are, we are the victims, the slain, the missing on the sea and in the sea we have 
been renewing ourselves for centuries remote and recent days. We are many and we are one with 
the immensity that unites us and confuses us, forgiven and placated in the inscrutable parity of a 
divine justice; but we would all like to make ourselves recognized and to condescend to your 
understanding so that someone will remind us and warn others who have lost us and have 
regrets. Now true peace is with us; we are living presences without form that you can appreciate, 
without a name you can repeat, but the voice you hear is not only a voice of water and a smile of 
foam; it is also our voice. Most of us were an unknown multitude of every language and every 
faith; some names are in the verses that left you poets and singers in the verses handed down to 
the lost generations; some sign remains engraved on the monuments and the marbles that you 
keep for vanity and pride; many remain nothing but a memory hidden in a few confused words; 
the others are forgotten, erased by time, but everyone is here on the sea. In every wave is a 
syllable, a voice of a single name for everyone. 
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-We are those who lost themselves in the Argonauts and their followers. 
- We sank to the desks of the galleys and the burning ships. 


- We rushed with the machines from the sky, and we were annihilated by the impact on 
the water. 


-We were torn from the wreck without shelter and gave up desperately and exhausted. 


-We were killed slowly by the cold in the cold nights, dispersed by the wind, frozen in 
the water. 


-We were together overwhelmed by the abysmal funds and then returned to the light 
corrupt and deformed to form the corpses of bodies at the mercy of the currents. 


- You do not know how we greeted each other crying when the wind and the waves 
separated us and dispersed us; as we continued to call each other more and more distant in the 


darkness and in the din of the sea. 


- You do not know how we reduced thirst and hunger and how we relived the whole life 
lived, stripped of unfulfilled pains and desires. 


- You do not know how we prayed and how we screamed in the wind our names and 
those of our loved ones. 


- You do not know how we tried to resist and console ourselves and how painful it was to 
give up the hope of washing our stains and purge our sins. 


- You do not know how we helped each other, and then we betrayed for a false hope. 


- You who sought our names and our fate among the missing you will feel better than 
others and closer to your heart; remind us of the remaining people. 


- We too, even we who knew almost children in academic courses and enlistments, at the 
time of great illusions, we too who were torn and burned in an instant, without fear and 
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without pain, thrown on the sea already mixed with an ashes of flesh and confused bones. 


- We are all here in the waves that break at your feet and we want to be heard. We want 
others to come looking for us and listen to us in the voices of the sea. We want us to speak to our 
children and these to their children and to the children of their children, until everyone is able to 
understand the divine message that was announced and repeated many times to mortals and so 
often dispersed in useless passions. 


You who have told stories of white ships marked with red and green, close your story 
with words of faith, love and hope. 


END 
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